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FOREWORD
Before you lies the dissertation “Personal development practices in Nepal: How the natural
environment and practices of a QuestTrek shape self-understanding of Nepali youths.” This thesis has
been written for the Master’s Studies International Development (MID), at Wageningen University
and Research Center. It was written to fulfill the graduation requirements of the Knowledge,
Technology and Innovation chair group to which my study track “Inclusive Innovation and
Communication” is affiliated with.
The basis of the thesis is an in-depth case study at the organization Mountain Child Care in Nepal.
Together with a group of Nepalese- and Dutch youths, as well as youth coaches, social workers and
trekking staff, I participated in a QuestTrek. A QuestTrek is a 6-day personal development hike in the
Himalaya mountains in Nepal. After this, I engaged in data collection through interviews with the
organization and the Nepali youths from differing QuestTreks at Mountain Child Care. I was engaged
in researching and writing this dissertation from November 2017 until August 2018.
The research question was formulated together with my supervisors, Kim Poldner and Sietze Vellema.
Data collection proved to be the easier part of the research, as the Nepali culture allows for significant
flexibility in planning and carrying out interviews. The data analysis and writing process after my return
to the Netherlands, however, was a bigger challenge. As I had obtained so much information in Nepal,
I had trouble distinguishing which data I would focus on. In the end, I succeeded in ‘diving into’ the
data and answering the thesis’ research questions.
I would like to thank my supervisors for their flexibility, feedback and critical questions during the
research process. Our discussions have helped me to think critically about a clear direction in my work.
Furthermore, I also wish to thank all the participants in the research, without whose cooperation I
would not have been able to conduct my analysis. Moreover, my gratitude goes out to the employees
(and friends) at Mountain Child Care for giving me access to different partner organizations and
reaching out a helping hand when I asked for it. I especially thank Hedda Steenhauer and Mark Simons,
whose feedback and coaching have helped me tremendously when it comes to my own personal
development process. To my QuestTrek family: thank you for opening up and being your whole self
during the intense and magical 6 days we spent on the Helambu trekking.
Debating thesis issues with my family was also beneficial for the writing process, and I enjoyed my
parent’s comforting company when I was absorbed in my computer screen. I also wish to thank my
friends Lisanne de Wijs, Anahita Innavong, Moniek Venbrux and Anne van Soest, who have given
useful feedback to the research’ chapters. Moreover, I thank my friend Camilla Raes for designing the
visuals and graphic representations in this thesis. Lastly, my good friend and mentor throughout these
six months, Herman Radstake, deserves a particular note of thanks: you have kept me motivated if I
ever lost interest, our coffee sessions with kind words and counsel served me well.
I hope you enjoy your reading.
Mirjam Turk
Utrecht, August 28th, 2018
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ABSTRACT
This thesis studied the personal- and social development of Nepalese adolescents, and analysed the
Human-Nature perceptions- and connections of youths in Nepalese society. It is an in-depth case study
of the QuestTrek program (a trek in the Himalaya mountains of Nepal) of the organization Mountain
Child Care. An inductive approach was used, where the researcher took part in the QuestTrek to study
‘what the magic in the program is’. Three relations formed the basis of an analysis in terms of
mechanisms that aid personal development: 1) the relation to the self, 2) the relation to others, and
3) the relation to Nature. The analysis pointed out that the family atmosphere, and “group
experience” provided a space where the youths gained a clearer understanding of themselves through
peeling off the layers of outer- and inner critics. Moreover, the research pointed to the role of the
QuestTrek in the crafting of future narratives; the level of depth and specificity of these narratives was
largely impacted by the age of the youths. The QuestTrek analysis also pointed to two distinct
perceptions the youths have about Nature: 1) either it is instrumental to our well-being, or 2) we can
see the self ‘in’ Nature: signifying similarities and a metaphorical meaning of Nature for humans.
Reflection upon these perceptions is connected to age and extraversion (the first) or introversion
(second). This study identifies and explains context-specific mechanisms for personal- and social
development of youths, and, connected to their development, their perceptions of- and relations- to
Nature.
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1. INTRODUCTION
The debate whether nature has intrinsic value or solely value to humans is as old as times. Darwin, for
example, positioned himself in the nature centred “eco-centric worldview” that has been part of the
sustainable development debate by several scholars (Nash, 1989). Others see nature in an
anthropocentric way: it exists because we put our own social and economic values ‘upon it’, we are
the ones that decide whether it is valuable to us humans or not. This line of thinking, however, creates
a mismatch between ‘connecting to nature’ and solely using it for our own exploitations: how can we
connect to something that is outside of us? The dichotomy between man and nature distracts the
focus from the consumption of nature and wilderness (Krakoff, 2003, p. 449). For example, feeling
more connected to nature is said to increase the likelihood of engaging in outdoor activities such as
hiking, or stewardship behaviour (which is referred to as engaging in responsible use and protection
of the natural environment) (Andrejewski, 2011). How do our own actions alter the perceptions and
expectations we have of the environment?
Nature-based youth personal development program are a relative new approach to engage with the
environment, in which the goal is to help adolescents increase their potential for positive change. This
concept is built around the idea that there is a possibility to connect more with yourself through
connecting with nature, and to gain insights into capabilities and strengths as a result of this (Mainella
et al., 2011). Furthermore, it is said that adolescents nowadays suffer from “Nature Deficit Disorder”
as a result of rising technological changes. In order to restore their connection to nature, outdoor-play
and nature-based activities are necessary (Mainella et al., 2011, p. 93). This way of engaging with
Nature1 is seen as a case to analyse how we as individuals relate to ourselves.
Recently, development organisations in Nepal, as well as the Nepali government, showed a surge of
interest in personal development programs and other youth projects (Association of Youth
Organizations Nepal, 2017; Youth Legend, 2015). This interest stems from the fact that youth
unemployment rates are high (19.2% is fully unemployed, and 28.3% of youths is semi unemployed),
with Nepal being at place 145 out of 170 countries in the World Youth Development Indicator (Nepal
Government, 2015). With the strategic ‘Youth Vision-2015’, the Nepali government aims to
“materialize the rights, aspirations and needs of the youth” (Nepal Government, 2015, p. 5). One of
the government’s investments concerns promoting internal tourism among youths through
“programs like hiking, trekking, rock climbing, youth camps (…) (idem, p. 36).”
There are a number of issues to consider for the positive potential of nature-based personal
development programs. Firstly, central to the narrative of the “reconnecting to nature”-paradigm is
the idea of letting go of external goals in order to create a better understanding of the self and the
natural environment (Krakoff, 2003). However, current trekking quests and youth leadership
programs have a strong focus on reaching a so-called “higher potential”. Furthermore, the process of
connecting more to nature, and to the self, is hampered by environmental degradation processes as
a result of ‘overconsumption’ (Cole, 2010; Krakoff, 2003). Degradation of the environment is linked to
growing concerns about the effects of the Nepalese tourism industry on hiking trails in the Himalayas
(Nyaupane et al., 2014, p. 415).

1

“Nature” with a capital letter is used in my research to indicate the abstract concept of nature, or any natural place that is not
specified.
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1.1.

RESEARCH GAP AND PROBLEM STATEMENT

Youth investment efforts by the Nepali government and other organizations can be framed within the
Positive Youth Development (PYD) paradigm, which is defined as “an approach with strong defining
assertions about what is important to look at if we are to accurately capture the full potential of all
young people to learn and thrive in the diverse settings where they live” (Damon, 2004, p. 13). This
approach to youth development recognizes that adolescents can have maladaptive tendencies, but it
focuses firstly on “talents, strengths, potentials, and positive attributes of young people”, in order to
build their abilities and competences (Roth & Brooks-Gunn, 2003; Sun & Shek, 2012). Preliminary
research has shown that focusing on the capabilities and strengths of adolescents contributes to their
personal and social development (idem). Programs under the heading of PYD are also said to have a
positive influence on workforce development, as they are being infused into job training programs
(Moore, 2017a).
However, it is not clear if and in what ways the positive youth development approach plays out in
different cultural contexts: most research done so far has focused on Western, Latin American or
Chinese positive youth development programs (Moore, 2017; Sun & Shek, 2010, 2012). Furthermore,
research was quantitative in nature or used secondary data to measure effects of positive youth
development programs (Oshri et al., 2017; Sun & Shek, 2010, 2012). Direct observation and in-depth
case studies, including participant observation, are lacking in current research about positive youth
development (Roth & Brooks-Gunn, 2003). More importantly, the role of nature-based activities and
outdoor play have been neglected (Mainella et al., 2011, p. 101). Thus, there has been a lack of
attention in the literature when it comes to nature-based activities for adolescents within the positive
youth development approach.
This research takes a case-study approach in order to gain in-depth insights into the role of positive
youth development programs in addressing the problem of youth unemployment in Nepal. The study
also specifically looks at the role of youth’s connections to- and perceptions of- “Nature” in fostering
personal development. The non-governmental organization Mountain Child Care (MCC), which is
based in Patan, near the capital Kathmandu, forms the case study for this research. The goal of the
organisation is to give Nepali youngsters without parents the tools to find - and utilize their inner
talents by offering so-called 6-day QuestTreks in the Himalayan mountains. This trek is said to
positively influence youngsters to “participate in- and contribute to society in a confident and dynamic
manner” (Mountain Child Care, 2017). Furthermore, the QuestTrek is part of a 9-month coaching
program for Nepali the Nepali youths, which further contributes to this outcome. However, this study
solely focuses on the QuestTrek as a practice and does not consider further coaching activities
afterwards.
For Dutch adolescents, there is a similar opportunity in store, namely using the QuestTrek to get to
know themselves and their core drivers, as well as reconnecting with nature (Mainella et al., 2011).
The purpose of the QuestTrek is for participants to find the motivation to make more out of their lives
than to work or get high grades in school (MyQuest, 2017). This research documents and analyses
experiences of participants, employees of MCC and other staff at the QuestTrek, but looks at the role
of the researcher as well: what does a QuestTrek ‘do’ when it comes to my personal development?
My personal aim is to find out which of my talents and strong suits can be used for which type of
career: should I go into an advising role at a future company, or should I become more of a coach to
colleagues or customers? Finding out this purpose is part of the research by reflecting on the role of
the QuestTrek, and its activities, in my life. The hypothesis is that, by immersing myself as a researcher
in the practices and activities of the organization, this will lead to an understanding of the ‘building
blocks’ and underlying mechanisms of positive youth development in natural settings in Nepal.
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This study is part of the ‘(re)connecting-to-nature’ discourse and takes this as the ‘frame’ in which to
analyse the QuestTrek, its staff and participants. How can we conceptualize the role of nature in
finding out more about ourselves? How does the natural setting contribute to the organization’s
mission and positive development outcomes? The final aim of this research is to gain more insight in
the ways in which Mountain Child Care creates a conducive environment for youngsters to foster
personal- and social change, through a QuestTrek. Furthermore, this study also aims to understand
the role of the natural environment during the trek in fostering the intended outcomes. The QuestTrek
program’s activities are the basis upon which to study the personal experiences of participants. In
order to address the identified knowledge gaps and to contribute to finding solutions to the research
problem, the following research questions have been set up:
Main research question:
How does the organisation Mountain Child Care create a conducive environment for positive personaland social change for Nepali youngsters, and what are underlying mechanisms at work?
Two sub-questions will be answered in order to answer the main question:
1) How does the Quest Trek as a practice impact the personal- and social development of its
participants?
2) In what ways does a Quest Trek contribute to a better understanding of Nepali adolescents’
connection with - and perception of - the natural environment?
The next chapters are structured as follows: chapter 2 presents the research design that was used to
measure relations among the concepts of the research. The chapter aims to clarify why a case-study
approach is used for this research, it elaborates upon the four phases within the structure of the
research and explains changes to the original research design. Furthermore, the chapter discusses
how triangulation of data has increased the validity and reliability of the research, and lays out ethical
considerations in working with (underaged) youths. Chapter 3 follows up with the theoretical
framework. Here, the main concepts of the research are presented. The concepts and literature are
focused on practice theory, where practices of organizations and organizational learning are key in
understanding how a program works (a means to measure mechanisms underlying the organization’s
settings); literature on the positive youth development paradigm, and, lastly, on human-nature
connections within personal development settings and how “the wilderness” relates with our wellbeing. The reason why the theoretical framework is presented after the research design and
methodology has to do with the inductive approach in this study: the research design takes the
practices at the QuestTrek as the main foci for analysis. Theory was used to compare the findings with
current literature. This took place later on in the research process. The discussion at the end of this
thesis reflects on the choice of research design, methods and data analysis process.
In order to give right to the cultural and social settings in which this study takes place, chapter 4 lays
out the societal context of this research, as well as the social context in which the participants of this
study live, and their life trajectories up until now. Chapter 5 contains the findings of the research and
discusses three main relations that were found to be important to study the QuestTrek as a practice:
1) the relation to the self, 2) the relations to other people and 3) the relation to the natural
environment. Chapter 6 offers an analysis of the findings and discusses conceptual models to explain
the findings of the research. Chapter 7 is a discussion of the findings and analysis, looking at how this
research adds to existing literature, and implications for personal youth development practices and
connections to- and perceptions of- Nature. The chapter also reflects on the use of introspection and
reflection as research methods. Chapter 8 concludes the research with answers to the main research
question and two sub-questions. Throughout this research there are references to the Appendix, this
is a separate document as there was a lack of space to add it at the end of the thesis.
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2. METHODOLOGY AND RESEARCH DESIGN
10

The program of Mountain Child Care is seen as a case-study of how personal development processes
work, in specific circumstances during the QuestTrek, both in terms of group dynamic and natural
settings in the Himalaya mountains. Furthermore, it is a case-study of how connections to nature can
be traced in a specific personal development context. I aim to make the mechanisms, underlying
personal development in Nature, and in this specific organization, more explicit through an
appreciative inquiry.
2.1.

CASE-STUDY RESEARCH AND AN INDUCTIVE APPROACH

This study uses a case-study approach, in order to gain insights into the specificities of a nature-based
positive youth development program. I used this design, as the QuestTrek as a practice is a unique
program, not related to any positive youth development program close to its kind. Therefore, to try
to understand the program, it should be studied in the cultural context, and experienced fully as a
researcher as well. Case study research is defined as follows (Abercrombie et al., 1984, p. 34):
“Case Study. The detailed examination of a single example of a class of phenomena, a case study cannot
provide reliable information about the broader class, but it may be useful in the preliminary stages of
an investigation since it provides hypotheses, which may be tested systematically with a larger number
of cases.”

However, as is said by Flyvbjerg (2006), case-studies do have the possibility to provide reliable
information for a broader population. He grounds this assertion in the argument that case-studies
provide context-dependent knowledge for people to become experts in their respective fields.
Moreover, the study of social affairs is based on context-dependent knowledge, which leads me to
study this phenomenon within its cultural place, instead of aiming to provide the reader with ‘grand
theories’ (Flyvbjerg, 2006, p. 221). Lastly, Walton (1992) also observed that case studies can provide
the best theories.
This research took an inductive approach, according to the grounded theory. It is the opposite of
deductive research where the starting point is a certain theoretical hypothesis, which is tested in the
‘real world’ (Bernard, 2011). I labelled the participants “knowledgeable agents”, able to explain their
thoughts, intentions and actions (Gioia et al., 2012, p. 17). This means that the interviewer takes as
basis the informants’ interpretations, giving voice to their experiences, both in data collection and
reporting afterwards. This leads to rich data accounts with ample room to discover new concepts. The
goal of grounded theory is thus to build context-based theory based on these rich accounts of
informants (Eisenhardt, 2016). However, the pitfall of this is that researcher might provide complex
theories to attempt to explain everything they captured. It is important to select both within data
volume, as well as during field visits, to assess the most important cases and experiences to
understand “what is going on here”.
The QuestTrek was the main research field site where I could ‘move’ between being the researcher
and participant, documenting my own development thoroughly and immersing myself in the activities
at hand. Here lies a possible risk of getting too close to informant’s experiences and ‘going native’,
adopting their views in the process (Gioia et al., 2013, p. 19). On the other hand, by capturing my own
process in a detailed manner before, during and after the QuestTrek, this provided me with ‘counter
accounts’ of the same practices. Paragraph 2.2.4.2. further discusses the self-reflection method in
detail and how triangulation of data aided in increasing reliability and validity of the research.
The strategy of inquiry within this research is twofold. Firstly, as a researcher, I take the lens of an
appreciative inquiry when understanding and analysing the work of Mountain Child Care, their
program and the activities during the QuestTrek (Johnston, 2008). The research is not objective, but
takes subjective human emotions and perspectives from informants, and the researcher, as essential
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accounts to understand the QuestTrek, which adds an extra dimension to the findings (Leung, 2015).
This means that, in conversations with employees of the organization and participants of the
QuestTrek, focus lies on finding new knowledge within a specific context that could be applied to
improve experiences. Underlying assumption here is that “something brings life or energy to an
individual or organization in the natural environment” (Johnston, 2008, p. 77). Furthermore, accessing
stories of success through narrative language aids in building success in the future. This does not mean
that conversations are limited to “happy topics”, but means collecting rich inclusive data, also
grounded in negative emotion. Secondly, this strategy is complemented with action research. In this
research, this approach is defined as researching my own actions for personal change in the QuestTrek
activities, as well as looking at documenting- and improving- the group experience. This means moving
beyond reflective knowledge, but “doing” a moment-to-moment theorizing, data collection and
inquiry (McNiff & Whitehead, 2005). The natural environment is the 6-day QuestTrek experience,
taking the circumstances in which the group ‘acts’ as a whole as a basis to build further conversations
with participants upon.
The next paragraphs will go further into the structure of the research, and how limitations and benefits
of the research design have impacted theory building, as well as providing meaningful practice-based
recommendations for positive youth development in natural settings.
2.2.

STRUCTURE OF THE RESEARCH

The main approach in this research concerns induction: aiming to develop an understanding of ‘on the
ground’ emotions, actions and experiences of participants from the QuestTrek. The goal is to develop
an understanding of what a QuestTrek does to its’ participants and what this means for their personal
development afterwards.vThe research aids in developing an effective context-specific theory to
personal development in nature, contributing to the work of the organization by providing an answer
to “what they do that makes the program a success” and which gaps could be filled in order to fit their
work within the experiences of its participants.
Furthermore, what makes the program one of its kind is the intensive six day-trek with both physical
and mental challenges in the Himalaya mountains, based on Theory U. The diverse natural settings
during this trek provide the starting point to understanding the circumstances in which the group
responds to each other and acts as a whole. To research both the natural settings in which the
QuestTrek takes place and the personal development that QuestTrek participants indicate towards,
there are several steps of the research. The next paragraphs will provide the reader with detailed
information about each step and its main activities. Each step explains the methodologies used,
limitations of the methods, as well as measures taken to reduce limitations and improve reliability and
validity of the methodology.
2.2.1. CASE STUDY, LITERATURE EXPLORATION AND PARTICIPANT OBSERVATION
To understand why I chose Mountain Child Care to focus on within my research, we take a step back
to when I was 21 years old, and I participated in a so-called ‘QuestDay’, this is a micro-version of a
QuestTrek, where Dutch young adults spend one day in the natural area ‘De Veluwe’ in the
Netherlands. It is meant for those youngsters that would like to get a sense of direction in terms of
study choice or to understand what their passions are and how they can connect this to further plans
of action. At the beginning of the day, we started with asking a question which, together with small
groups, we gained an answer to. The activities range from sharing your life story, to finding the ‘red
thread’ in what you do in daily life (why choose certain hobby’s, friends, projects and what does this
say about your question?). In between that QuestDay and the start of my master’s research, I took a
gap year to work at an education- and sustainability related company, and I travelled for 3 months in
South America. My views on how we should treat the world and the environment changed by seeing
12

polluted rivers, paths and villages on treks in Peru and Bolivia. I decided I wanted to contribute to a
more sustainable world, firstly through studying International Development as a master’s program.
Then, at the beginning of the second year of my master’s, I started looking at a master research topic
and I was running in circles: I could not decide which topic to explore further. In October 2017, I
concluded that I wanted to go to Nepal for my research. However, I needed more of a practical
approach, because I knew that otherwise I would find it difficult to motivate myself. I remembered
that Mountain Child Care also organized treks to Nepal and I rang them up. After that, everything went
quickly, I was allowed to join, and the finances for the trek would be gathered through a crowdfunding
campaign (Appendix I). It was exciting and scary to know I would actually go, and I was not aware what
was waiting for me here!
Before leaving for Nepal and participating in the QuestTrek, the initial step taken was to understand
the work of Mountain Child Care, firstly, and, secondly, placing their work in relation to other similar
personal development programs for youths. This meant looking at what makes this program different
from approaches from other organizations, both in an Asian context and other Western studies that
focused on personal development for young adults. Through online research, I concluded that the
work of Mountain Child Care can be placed in a specific strand of youth development, namely Positive
Youth Development (Lerner et al., 2000; Lerner et al., 2003). Furthermore, through a literature study,
I aimed to understand what Positive Youth Development ‘looks like’; which processes, outcomes and
contexts relate to Mountain Child Cares work?
Moreover, together with insights on PYD and the work of Mountain Child Care, I started looking into
which methods would fit my research questions about the QuestTrek and participant’s relations to
the natural environment. Looking at the strategy of inquiry and the type of questions, participant
observation was deemed most suitable, together with personal introspection, also called
autoethnography, inspired by my supervisor who had recently been experimenting with this for her
own entrepreneurial research (personal communication Poldner, 2017; Ellis et al., 2011).
Autoethnographies make use of “epiphanies”: moments/events that significantly changed someone’s
life or existential crises, and selectively writing about being part of a certain culture (Ellis et al., 2011).
As I went on the QuestTrek the second day after I had arrived in Nepal, this provided me with a double
culture-shock in terms of: 1) hiking with a group of (mostly) strangers in the mountains 2) immersing
myself in the Nepali culture. Immersion in the culture continued after the QuestTrek and made my
“after-experience” significantly different from those of the Nepali participants and (part of) the Dutch
participants. Writing out epiphanies and personal reflections on events during the QuestTrek was
done after my return to the Netherlands, to build in ample time to “let experiences sink in” and return
to my own cultural context. Appendix E provides this autoethnographic account of the QuestTrek as
bundle of practices (Schatzki, 2012). Table 1 summarizes the first steps in the research process, sources
used and outcomes of the steps (next page).

13

Table 4: First phase of the research process with initial research steps, created by author, 2018 (inspired by master thesis of Walther, 2017; Hoyer & Steyaert, 2015)

What

How

Information source

Assumptions

Outcome

a) Understanding the work of

a) Desk research

a) Website of Mountain Child

The work of Mountain Child

a) A general understanding of the

Care and related documents,

Care, including theoretical

organizational approach to personal

within current academic literature and

b) Reading and analysing

websites of youth leadership

base and organizational

development and theoretical

professional practices in youth trekking

current literature, related

programs in nature of trekking

culture and activities, and

underpinnings (input for textbox 1&2).

organizations.

websites and writing an initial

organizations in Western

natural setting are unique in

Understanding of differing ways to

theoretical framework.

countries, and Nepal/India.

its kind.

b) Identification of literature gap within

There are different types of

PYD, written down in theoretical

b) Literature on Positive Youth

PYD programs and ways to

framework.

Development in differing

relate to- and perceive –

Ways to relate to-and perceive- Nature and

contexts (see Chapter 3,

Nature.

theoretical lenses.

a) Literature on qualitative

There is a methodological

a) Choice for participant observation as

methodologies, research designs

approach that fits the nature

main methodology for the QuestTrek.

b) Reading about- and

and participant observation

of the QuestTrek program,

evaluating different

documentation techniques.

Mountain Child Care and placing

perceive- and relate to- nature

theoretical framework)
b) Preparation of methodology used

a) Desk research

during the QuestTrek.

related Theory U and

b) Decision to use personal experience as

methodologies and research

personal development

key input for answering research

techniques.

approach.

questions.

c) Going on the QuestTrek, doing

a) Immersion in the field

a) Own individual experience,

Documenting personal

a) Personal reflection- and diary notes of

introspection, writing up field notes

context during QuestTrek

introspection moments

experiences leads to in-depth

the QuestTrek including feelings and

understanding of workings

detailed descriptions of activities.

b) Making field notes in MCC

b) Participant observation during

from the QuestTrek.

Working these notes out on the

notebook, diary and

the group activities at the

Participant observation leads

b) Field notes with detailed descriptions of

computer afterwards.

researcher’s notebook

QuestTrek.

to rich accounts of ‘what

activities during QuestTrek, including

happened’ and is basis to

setting components in Nature and

analyse ‘how’ activities lead

conversation accounts from Nepali

to PYD.

participants and employees.

and diary notes in notebooks.
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Participant observation is generally used in ethnographies where the researcher contributes to an
insider -and outsider’s- understanding of a culture’s relational practices, common values and beliefs
and shared experiences (Bernard, 2011). This is oftentimes complemented with in-depth interviews
with cultural members of the group (see next subsection). In this research, my participation in the
QuestTrek contains autoethnographic techniques to illustrate different facets of (cultural)
experiences, afterwards contrasting them with personal accounts from other QuestTrek participants
(Ellis et al., 2011).
The outcomes of step 1 of the research are put together in the two text boxes below in order to
provide the reader with sufficient background information on the work of Mountain Child Care. The
main facet of their program is Theory U, a method to connect to the present moment and your inner
potential, and lead from your ‘inner core’ (Glasl, 1992; Scharmer, 2007). As I had experienced parts of
Theory U in a university course “Intuitive Intelligence”, I decided that I would limit my understanding
to reading the website from Mountain Child Care and reflect on their take on the approach, and
further let myself be guided by the QuestTrek and its activities.
Textbox 3: Background on Mountain Child Care
Source: Mountain Child Care, 2018

The idea for Mountain Child Care came up in 2008:
founders and newlyweds Mark Simons and Marianne
van Wetter walked 2,300 kilometers to Santiago de
Compestela, Portugal, for their honey-moon.
Together with their 9-months old child they walked
from Utrecht to the last stop.
Throughout this hike, they documented their
experiences on their blog and they reflected on how,
by walking, a person can get to know themselves and
‘lose’ parts of themselves that are not important. It
slowly increases our self-consciousness and aids in
increasing discipline and willpower. Others on their
hike became inspired and when they came back to
Holland, Mark and Marianne made an action plan.
Their mutual walking and hiking experience was their
inspiration to bring youths closer to themselves and
make important decisions from there, by walking.
Marianne had experience with working with child
homes in Kathmandu when she was younger. Both
Mark and Marianne wanted youths from the city to
see the Himalaya mountains and make them
experience their talents. They created the QuestTrek
and after-care program to support parentless
youngsters to recognize- and develop- their talents to
increase their chances at a bright future.

Textbox 4: Theoretical base of the QuestTrek and Mountain Child
Care's work, 2018
Source: Scharmer, 2007, originally by Glasl, 1992

The basis of the QuestTrek program is Theory U, a
theory and method for organizational change modified
by Otto Scharmer, a Senior Lecturer at MIT and cofounder of the Presencing Institute. The cyclical U
process is based on the insight that everything that
lives is connected to each other, as it comes from the
same source. Everything is energy, which goes back to
its source. It is based on the idea that man has a
conscious choice for their behavior in every moment.
This choice is made from the notion of connection, to
yourself, others and the world around you. The process
is built around 7 steps, of which 6 are used as a basis
for the QuestTrek (‘seeing with fresh eyes’ and
‘sensing’ come together in day 2 and 3 of the trek, see
Appendix D for the full itinerary). The picture below
shows the cyclical steps and what they do.

I documented my own feelings about starting the research and my personal development once I
boarded the plane to Kathmandu (see Appendix E for part of the output from this). During participant
observation on the trek I made use of a small notebook and an A5 notebook to jot down field notes
during- and after exercises, and I received a Mountain Child Care notebook to write down answers for
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certain activities. My main foci for observing during the trek were on: a) the relations between myself
and other participants, b) relations between participants and coaches and social workers, as well as
with the trekking staff, c) describing the natural surroundings and how different places made me feel.
Furthermore, I had a separate notebook for diary entries to record my own feelings and experiences
of the QuestTrek. In the initial research design, I had the plan to use different types of tools to capture
my feelings and thoughts during the trek. However, due to a software problem, my phone could not
record long messages and I decided to only use written descriptive accounts and diary entries (see
Appendix C for examples of field notes, divided by descriptive notes, diary notes and MCC notebook
entries). An important aspect during the participant observation concerned ‘revealing myself to the
rest of the group’ and to explain my main purposes as both a researcher and participant (Li, 2008). In
the end, Mark introduced me as a participant and researcher during the Introduction Day.
One of the main purposes of the participant observation was to give the Nepali participants the chance
to directly contribute to the (action) research, which gives an account of their thoughts and feelings
without the researcher’s interference (McNiff & Whitehead, 2005; Reason & Bradbury, 2001) At the
beginning of the QuestTrek, I gave a group of participants an analogue camera and asked them to
photograph any place or situation that sparked their interest. Aside from this, the role of the camera
was to give the youths a different way to express themselves instead of talking, as I was not sure how
communication would go between us as a result of cultural differences or a language barrier.
Furthermore, it gave the participants a non-verbal way to express their feelings or thoughts about
specific places on the trek. On the other hand, Piper and Frankham (2007, pp. 373–375) warn for
oversimplification and over-appreciation of ‘visual texts’ as being “authentic” and “speaking for
themselves”. In order to increase the internal validity of the camera as an instrument for data
collection, the pictures were used as input to talk about the youths’ perceptions of the natural
environment during in-depth interviews afterwards. However, once back in Kathmandu, there were
no photo shops where I could print the pictures. Instead, I used photos of my digital camera as input
for the interviews.
The next sub-section will go deeper into the second phase of the research, where I returned back to
Kathmandu to get to know the office of Mountain Child Care, and other employees, and continued
with preparing the upcoming interviews with (former) QuestTrek participants.
2.2.2. DOCUMENT ANALYSIS, CHILD HOME SELECTIONS AND INTERVIEWS
After returning from the QuestTrek, I worked out the field notes from the QuestTrek and created an
itinerary of the QuestTrek for an overview of main activities and structure of the trek (Appendix D).
To understand differing roles of employees, trekking staff, social workers and assistant-coaches, table
2 (next page) presents an overview of the different people present on the QuestTrek, together with
their main roles. Names of organizations have been changed to protect the Nepali participants’
privacy. The first two weeks after I came back from the QuestTrek, I took the time to get to know the
‘field’, spending time at the office of Mountain Child Care and getting to know employees and
volunteers. This also guided me to the first contact details from partner organisations from MCC, and
visiting (together with a youth coach) two child homes. The field visits were meant to build mutual
trust between the researcher and (future) informants. This idea was led by advice from the main
contact person at MCC to ‘spend time’ with the Nepali youths- and social workers at the child homes
first to get used to me (again) (personal communication, Hedda Steenhauer, December 2017).
After working out the field notes, I looked at written documents and video material of the website of
the organization Mountain Child Care, in order to gain an understanding of the main themes coming
back in the goal(s) of the organization, as stated on their website. I did a document analysis, through
creating mind maps of words used on the website of Mountain Child Care and using other documents
provided by the founder Mark Simons as a preparation for my QuestTrek. This inventory of the
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organization’s mission, as well as thoughts of participants on the organization’s work formed the basis
for the topic list for in-depth interviewing. The field notes from the participant observation further
guided the topic list for semi-structured interviewing. The aim was to gain insights into thoughts and
feelings of participants, and doing in-depth interviews was deemed the most suitable option, guided
by an interview guide with topics and possible questions (Bernard, 2011, p. 158). Table 2 lists the roles
of different people on the QuestTrek (the 11 Nepali participants, the 4 Dutch participants and different
staff roles) and the distinction between the type of role and the organizations that the participants
are affiliated with. Chapter 4 will introduce the partner organizations and provides the more
information the (social context of) the eight Nepali youths that were part of this research2.
Table 5: Overview of roles of different QuestTrek attendants, created by author, 2018

Type of role

Distinction within role

Organization

QuestTrek
Participants

a)

Nepali participants (11), following the QuestTrek schedule and
doing activities
Dutch participants (4) (1 volunteer for MCC and 1 researcher),
following the QuestTrek schedule and doing activities

Organization 3 (3),
Organization 2 (4),
Organization 1 (4).
The Dutch were
individual participants.

Trekking staff

a)

Trekking guide and manager (1), guiding the way, keeping track of
the QuestTrek schedule.
Porters and Sherpas (4), carrying tents, other bags and food
Chef (1), cooking breakfast and dinner

Amitayus

b)

b)
c)
Social workers

One from each child home, offering support, humour and hugs for the
Nepali youths.

Organization 3,
Organization 2,
Organization 1

Coaches and
assistant coach

a)

Mountain Child Care

b)
c)

Nepali coaches (4), guide of coach group and guiding activities per
group
Dutch coaches (2), guide of coach group and guiding activities per
group
Assistant coach (2, Nepali (1) and Dutch (1)), helping the main
coach with smaller tasks during activities

The decision to make use of interviews has to do with considering multiple data sources (documents,
field observations, media and interviews) to gain both “real-time” and retrospective accounts of the
youths’ QuestTrek experiences (Gioia et al., 2012, p.19-20). As this is an intensive qualitative study, in
which the aim is to study broad experiences of informants within a specific program, selecting
informants for interviews was done purposively, with the primary aim to interview all participants
from my QuestTrek (Bernard, 2011, p. 146). After this, I also looked at adolescents that are still part
of the after trajectory, and those who have already completed the QuestTrek and QuestTribes
program. After doing the field visits, I set up the first interviews with four Nepali participants from my
QuestTrek and went to the child home to carry out these interviews. During the research proposal
phase I expected that most informants want to give the “right” answers, and, as Nepali people are
very much focused on being sociable or to shine others on (personal communication with Steenhauer,
October 2017). This led me to conclude that having an informal setting with the youths, and leaving
enough time for chit chat is important for the (validity of the) outcomes (Leung, 2015). Table 3
summarizes the main steps in the second phase of my research process.

2

Access to the remaining three participants from the QuestTrek was hampered by Organization 2, which were reluctant to let
researchers visit the home.

17

Table 3: Second
phase of the
research process
with main steps,
created by author,
2018 (inspired by
master thesis from
Walther, 2017;
Hoyer & Steyaert,
2015)

What

How

Information source

Assumptions

Outcome

a) Doing a secondary data document

a) Desk research: reading and

a) Website of Mountain Child Care

Analysing documents by

a) List of themes, related subthemes

analysis, creating an overview of main

analysing documents and

and related documents (brochures,

Mountain Child Care and

and words per subtheme (Appendix

website MCC

reports from sponsors, volunteer’s

related partners will lead to

A).

manual)

an in-depth understanding

themes from the work activities of
Mountain Child Care.

b) Making mind maps with

of their organizational

words from sources and

b) Preparation documents from

vision and approach to

distilling (sub)themes.

Mark Simons before the QuestTrek.

their work.

a) Spending time at the office

a) Conversations with employees,

Getting to know the work

a) Overview contact details child

volunteers and others at the office

place at MCC will give

homes and social workers/directors,

contact with child homes via mail or

b) Gaining contact details from

(a flexible working space and bar

insights into ‘how the

the start with creation of a contact

phone and doing first field visits to

child homes via contact

where other organizations are also

organization operates’ and

log (Appendix F.1)

child homes.

persons at MCC

based as well)

spending time here will
guide me into contact with

b) General understanding of how

c) Sending e-mails and phoning

b) Conversations with partner child

child homes and youngsters

working life in the Nepal culture- and

child homes

homes through phone, e-mail and

to interview there.

society goes and what the best ways

b) Exploring the ‘field’: getting to know
the office and employees, getting into

d) Going on first field visits to

are to approach MCC, partner

real life.
Field visits to child homes

Organization 2 and

organizations- and their employees.

will build mutual trust.

Organization 1.
c) Setting up the first interview guide

a) Making interview guide

a) Nepalese master research from

Using field notes and the

a) A checked and tested interview

with info and themes from document

according to days and activities

study friends and their interview

document analysis aid in

guide for interviews with participants

analysis. Checking and testing the

of QuestTrek/themes from

guides

creating a sound interview

from the QuestTreks from 2016-2017

interview guide with contact persons at

document analysis. Selecting

guide and improve

(Appendix B.1)

MCC, thesis supervisor and study

photos from QuestTrek as input

b) Document analysis and

construct validity. Checking

friends. Preparing input for interviews.

photo material

QuestTrek field notes

and testing interview guide

b) Recordings of first six interviews
and first list of participants’

c) QuestTrek participants from the

will improve construct

b) Testing interviews with MCC

validity. Using photos from

information (Appendix F.2).

Carrying out first interviews with

employees, study friends,

last two QuestTreks of 2017 and

(former) QuestTrek participants.

thesis supervisor; afterwards

translators at the child home.

(photo material).

carrying out interviews with

QuestTrek will elicit feelings
and thoughts on the
natural environment.

first six youths.
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Gaining a basic level of trust that ensures a comfortable setting for respondents is thus an important
part of interviewing, and also in choosing key- or specialized informants (Bernard, 2011, pp. 149–150).
This resulted in two steps: a) I went to the first child home and had interviews with the first four
youths, accompanied by a social worker as a translator b) interviewing two youngsters at the sport’s
day, organized by Mountain Child Care. Both these settings functioned as safe, informal contexts
(table 3).
I based my selection of child homes to contact on the level of rich data to obtain, this meant I firstly
looked into getting into contact with the child homes where the youngsters that I already knew lived
or were affiliated with. As two of the three partner organizations are based near Kathmandu, this
seemed the easiest choice to start with. The third organization is based in West Nepal and I postponed
these interviews as a result of the geographical distance (see third phase in table 4). Around the time
of the first interviews I contacted other partner organizations that Mountain Child Care had recentand regular- contact with, to increase the chances of being able to interview youths there. Appendix
F.1 further lists the contact log with an overview of the 9 partner organizations of Mountain Child
Care. The table below shows the order of research phases and selection of cases throughout this
period.
Table 4: Case selections and contact moments with informants, divided by steps in the research, created by author, 2018

First phase (10th of December
until the end of December)

Second phase (end of December
until half of January)

Third phase (beginning of January
until the end of February)

‘Being there’ at events of MCC, to
build trust and get back into contact
with the youths from my QuestTrek
(Sport’s Day)

Doing interviews with youths from
my own QuestTrek (Organization 2)
and earlier QuestTreks from 2017 (at
the Sport’s Day) and at Organization
4.

Interviews with youths from
QuestTreks in 2016 and 2017
(Organization 4 and Organization 5)

Visiting child homes together with
MCC employees: Organization 2 and
Organization 1 (building trust)

Organizing interviews with other
youths from my QuestTrek, access
was denied as the home did not allow
researchers to interview the
youngsters

(Group) interviews with exparticipants from 2014-2015 (contact
went through employee from MCC)

Interviewing youths from own
QuestTrek (Organization 1), as I
expected the richest data to come
from this

QuestTribe day 1: offered moments
to get into contact with youths and
social workers for further interviews

Going on field visits to West Nepal
(Surkhet and Pokhara) to carry out
interviews

Follow-up (group) interviews with
participants from Organization 1, to
increase response and gain a deeper
understanding of the key informant’s
experiences of the QuestTrek.

Doing ‘contextual interviewing’ with
experts in youth development (youth
organizations), interviewing
employees at MCC, the trekking guide
and social workers from child homes

Furthermore, as the youths of the two last QuestTreks in 2017 continued with the after program of
the QuestTrek (QuestTribes), it was possible to meet them during other activities: examples are the
sport’s day (end of December) organized by Mountain Child Care and the first QuestTribes training
day (January, 2018). The QuestTribes day gave me the opportunity to get into contact with social
workers from other child homes, and I could plan new interviews with youths from earlier QuestTreks.
I based my selection of informants on the number and year of the QuestTrek that the youths
participated in, age and gender. As the majority of participants were boys, it was difficult to find girls
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to talk to, thus, this could have resulted in a bias in findings from the interviews (Appendix F.2 lists the
informants of this research). However, as the initial research design was modified throughout the
research, the impact of the bias in interviews was diminished. Subsection 2.2.3.2 elaborates upon
changes from the initial research design.
2.2.3. THIRD PHASE: FURTHER INTERVIEWING AND PROCESSES INITIAL DATA
After the initial interviews with five participants that I knew from my QuestTrek, I decided to review
what I had heard from them. There was one participant that I had not talked to as much as the others
(due to lack of time), and I decided that I would like to get ‘deeper’ into her experience of the
QuestTrek and gain a better understanding of how she felt afterwards. Furthermore, her explanations
contained rich descriptions of her experience of the trek, and her knowledge of English was
exceptionally good. I labelled her a ‘key informant’ and already planned a new trip to the child home
(Bernard, 2011). Furthermore, as the three other youngsters I had talked to were sometimes quiet
and shy, I looked for ways to increase their response and decided to do a group interview during my
next visit, to see if the informal setting would aid.
After the first six interviews I noticed that my initial interview schedule was not as semi-structured as
I thought and I remembered something that one of my thesis supervisors and I had discussed before
I went to Nepal: letting the informants’ do the talking is important, as focus lies on their
interpretations of their feelings and thoughts (meeting with Poldner and Vellema, November, 2017).
However, the interview questions and themes were as close as possible to the QuestTrek and its
practices, which was intended in order to bring the participants ‘back into the atmosphere of the trek’
(for example, the design followed the Theory U from the trek, see Appendix B.1). In order to increase
the informants’ response, I kept the order of discussing the QuestTrek day by day, but I ‘let go’ of the
interview questions. Furthermore, as I was going into interviews with older QuestTrek participants
(from 2016, 2015 and 2014) I adjusted the interview schedule to include more space to talk about the
after program of the QuestTrek (Appendices B.1 and B.2). I also realized how informal- and flexible
Nepali people are in planning appointments and having conversations, this supported my choice to
let go of pre-written questions and let the conversations ‘flow naturally’. As Glaser & Strauss (1967,
as cited in Gioia, 2012, p. 19) would call this, I was “following the twists, turns, and roller-coaster rides
involved in discovering grounded theory”.
Furthermore, I took notes during and after interviews to understand what was said and how I could
gain a deeper understanding of the relations discussed. This resulted in methodological notes to
increase the validity of the research (see examples in Appendix C.4). From the notes and experience
with interviewing I decided to start ‘playing with interview settings.’ For example, being a blonde
white girl from the Netherlands seemed to be intimidating at times for the Nepali youngsters.
Definitely when I was alone in a room with them, asking difficult questions in English. Here and there,
I experimented with interview settings to create a comfortable space: sometimes this was at a café,
other times at the Mountain Child Care office or at the child homes. However, the fact that I was a
fellow-participant during the trek proved to be an important factor during the interviews, as I could
relate to feelings of the youngsters as a peer, not as “the researcher”. An additional issue concerned
doing group interviews, which were both useful as the youths felt comfortable to talk, and on the
other hand provided space for the extroverted youths to speak more and the usually quiet others to
‘crawl even more into their shell’. It led me to conclude that, in order to capture the personal and
social development of the youths, I also needed to talk to the people around them. Thus, I also had
unstructured interviews with social workers from the child homes (Bernard, 2011).
The following paragraphs will go into how the initial research design changed throughout the research
process as I followed where the informants led me in the investigation of my research question (Gioia
et al., 2013, p. 20).
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2.2.3.2. Changes in the research design
The initial research design aimed to look at the interaction between organizational context vis-a-vis
the QuestTrek participants. However, during the research period in Nepal, my focus changed towards
how the participants experienced the QuestTrek, and how they framed what had happened to them.
I decided to let the (former) participants “do the talking” to understand the impact of the 6-day trek
on the youngsters. In-depth interviews with employees at the organization were purposively done to
understand the organisational culture; this provided the necessary contextual ‘field’ information to
frame the findings (see also table 4, third research phase). Table 5 lists other notable changes during
the research period that were adjusted from the initial research design.
Table 5: Changes between initial research design and how the research was carried out, created by author, 2018

Initial research design

Changes over the course of the research period

Using analogue camera pictures for input interviews

Using digital camera pictures as input for interviews

Conceptual focus on in-depth insights into the

Change in focus to immersion in the ‘culture’ of the

organization, its features, describing and analysing

participants: their lived experiences of the QuestTrek and

practices at the Mountain Child Care office, to study the

how they dealt with obstacles after the QuestTrek. Main

relationship between on one hand the organization and

study focus is looking at the individual experience of

practices, and on the other hand personal accounts of

activities during the QuestTrek that increased self-

former QuestTrek participants of their personal

understanding, their changing relation to others in their

development and connections to nature.

surroundings and their connections to nature.

As a result of more focus on the organizational side, there

Later on, as my focus shifted to the lived experiences of

was also more space built in to analyse partner

participants, the role of studying partner organizations

organizations and the role in the network of the

diminished, but still was deemed useful to map, as it could

organization.

provide possible explanations for differences in personal
development, and perceptions of the natural environment
of the youths.

Three research questions, with the first question focused

The first question was not deemed useful for the inductive

on how MCC fit the personal development paradigm and

approach of this research, as I decided to immerse myself

their position in the governmental context of Nepal.

in the culture of the organization, as well as the cultural
context of Nepal. The knowledge I gained through desk
research was used as contextualization of the other two
research questions, instead of a separate analysis.

The initial design aimed to capture the youths’

The richest data was found during the QuestTrek (through

experiences of the after-trajectory of the QuestTrek

participant observation) and in-depth interviews as

(QuestTribes) and looked at personal development over

reflective accounts afterwards, doing triangulation of data

time.

around these specific activities were deemed more valid
than aiming to look at personal changes of the youths
over time. Furthermore, I was in Nepal for two and a half
months and this did not provide enough time to ‘trace’
the development of the youths with my own eyes.
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The largest part of the changes in the research design concern the shift in main focus on inductive
research, instead of deductive research. For example, ‘construct operationalization’ from my research
questions were guided by the practices during the QuestTrek instead of by the theory on Positive
Youth Development. The field notes I took during the trek, and additional contextual document
analysis afore the interviews guided me towards a tentative definition of what Positive Youth
Development meant in this specific context. From this definition, I could move to the meanings that
the Nepali youths attributed to the QuestTrek as a practice. When it comes to finding ways to ‘talk
about’ the natural environment and the meanings for the youths, at first, I was focused on using
characteristics of nature to elicit feelings or thoughts about this, exemplified by pictures of the trek.
During the interviews, we used the photographs to speak about different landscapes, climate and
other characteristics of the landscape, but these were actually inhibiting the youths to speak. I decided
to let this go and, as said before, let the youngsters do the talking and see what would come up.
2.2.4. FOURTH PHASE: DATA PROCESSING AND DATA ANALYSIS
As was said in the previous section, during my stay in Nepal, I had already started with transcribing
the recorded interviews. After returning from the field, I continued transcribing interviews, but soon
realized that I had an enormous ‘pile of data’. In total I interviewed 22 different participants, 5
employees from MCC, 3 social workers and 4 contextual actors (the founder from Organization 3,
employees from similar Nepali youth development organizations and the QuestTrek trekking guide). I
transcribed only the interviews from my fellow QuestTrek participants, because I had decided to focus
the findings and analysis on the QuestTrek as the main practice to analyze. The ‘richest’ data was
contained in the QuestTrek itself, in terms of different types of observations and conversations during
the trek (Bernard, 2011). Transcribing the interviews took about three weeks.
The transcribed interviews were not checked with the participants themselves, but were sent to the
social workers and founders of the child homes for possible corrections and to double check
information (Gioia et al., 2013). As this research concerns the lives of under aged participants, their
security and privacy were deemed extra important and informed consent occurred both verbally with
the youths and the social workers present. Names of the youths and the child homes are anonymized
in this report, pseudonyms were used instead. Further ethical considerations are part of subsection
2.3.
2.2.4.1. First and second order coding
The basis of the coding was to use the researcher’s interpretation of the data. Furthermore, the
research has an inductive approach and thus let the categories ‘emerge’ from the data, instead of
using pre-existing codes. Firstly, I coded the interviews in Word, using the three relations (self-self,
self-other, and self-Nature) in mind, as discussed before. This meant that I filtered out possible other
topics. My research questions concerned personal- and social development of youngsters, and their
perception- and connection to Nature.

The method used for first- and second order coding was taken from Gioia et al. (2013). After the initial
coding in Word, I decided to use Excel to create an overview of relevant quotes from the interviews.
In this sense, I continued first-order coding in a more structured manner, I numbered each first order
code based on the type of relation (self-self, self-other and self-nature). This initial coding resulted in
around 200 first order codes as I aimed to stay as close as possible to informant’s terms as possible.
After a second round of coding, in which I aimed to seek similarities and differences within and
between the codes, the number was decreased to around 50 codes. At this point, I labeled the 1st
order codes with a description. An example of this can be seen in table 6 (next page) (see also the data
tree in Appendix G.2).
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After labelling each first order code I started to think of myself as a “knowledgeable agent” (Gioia et
al., 2013, p. 20) and looked at the deeper structure within the array of categories. Both staying close
to informant’s terms in first order coding and using my own interpretation during second order coding
provided more rigor in the research, as I used the ‘lens’ that I had gained from the QuestTrek. This
meant I could use my own interpretations of QuestTrek activities as a way to compare ‘voices heard’
during the research process.
1st order codes /categories

Definition category

The want to 'give back' to the home town (4)

Indications of contributing to the welfare
of the youths’ home towns3
Role of bad relationships in the past in
current emotional state4
Feelings about present day versus past
life struggles5

Reflection on bad relationships in the past (3)
Relation between past life struggles and a better present (5)
Table 6: First order code with descriptions, created by author, 2018

Furthermore, I also analyzed the type of relationships between the ‘Self’, ‘Other’ and ‘Nature’ and
what constituted the difference between the three. In order to ‘figure this out’, I looked at the
literature that I had already read on the meaning of outdoor wilderness trips for individual perceptions
of the natural environment, as well as the more spiritual role of Nature for man (Heintzman, 2009;
Kaplan, 1995; Sweatman & Heintzman, 2004). Moreover, I looked again into the literature on what
characterizes Positive Youth Development programs (Lerner et al., 2003, 2005; Roth & Brooks-Gunn,
2003). Lastly, the theoretical lens that I had initially focused on still proved to be useful: looking at the
organization in terms of activities and practices, instead of outcomes would lead to the ‘ingredients’
of what constitutes a personal development program and the meaning of nature for the youths (see
also Appendix G.1 for the combination of literature, 1st and second order codes; theoretical
framework).
The definitions of first and second order quotes were partly created in an inductive way, and I partly
used literature as a helping hand. At this point, I also started describing the first order codes in
researcher’s themes and grouped them into second order themes. To gain clarity and overview, I
created a list with all codes, and definitions per code (the full data tree is in Appendix G.2., this also
includes illustrative quotes per 1st order code), which aided in seeing which codes overlapped
(Creswell, 2009). An illustration of this can be found in table 7 (next page). An example of how this
worked concerned seeing which second order codes ‘belonged’ to which relationship (self-self/selfother/self-nature). For example, I grouped the youngsters’ feelings about hiking alone or together
under the ‘self-other’ relation, but later on regrouped this under ‘self-self’, as this concerned how they
individually experienced the silence walk. This first order code ‘role of hiking together/alone’, ended
up with two other 1st order codes under ‘loneliness or feeling comfortable alone’ together (see table
6). As I increasingly realized how the participants’ feelings, the relationships with others and the
perception of the environment around them overlapped, I decided to “loosen the grip” on my initial
inventory of 1st order codes under the three relationships and started ‘afresh’ during the second order
coding. This mainly led to the identification of two new second order codes “go your own way” and
3

“How can I bring change in my community? […] I was just thinking about the question and thinking about my village and
thinking about their ideas, how can I change? How can I bring change?” (Nirjhar, February 2018).
4
“My brother always beat me when in my childhood, because he cannot give me freedom in my childhood. Always I do all
work, work I can do. All, all, all, all. And he is so… he beat me always there [shows arms] and I always cry” (Neera, December
2017).
5
Translator: while walking he was thinking about the past, when his childhood there he struggled very hard to survive yes and
now he's, he don't have to struggle more because her, his brother also working and helping in the household, so he don't have
to struggle more. So, there is a far difference between his life in childhood and now” (interview with Chitavake and translator,
December 2017).
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“(de)constructing the future”, which, to me, felt as a different category than those such as “expressing
mechanisms” and “reflecting mechanisms”, which, later on, could be grouped under the dimension
“Indicators of identity change” (Appendix G.2). Furthermore, “Go your own way” and “deconstructing
the future” came to be grouped under the dimension “Future path creation” (see also figure 6 at the
beginning of chapter 5).
Table 7: Second order codes with definition, divided per first order codes and their definitions, created by author, 2018

2nd order code
Expressing mechanisms

Loneliness or feeling
comfortable alone

Definition
The meaning of (not)
expressing oneself
(sharing thoughts and
feelings) to others and
how language barriers
play a role in this.

The role of being alone
or together in the
participant’s
enjoyment of being in
Nature/going hiking.

1st order code
Language as a barrier to
expressing oneself (3)
(Not) "Talking the talk" (30)
Others' life stories give
lessons for myself (4)
Feeling the nature and
enjoying silence (8)
Role of hiking together/alone
(3)
Getting lost/finding the way
(6)

Definition
Language is a barrier to expressing
feeling and thoughts to others during
QuestTrek.
The possible difficulty of sharing life
stories to other participants and
coaches
Others stories teach the participants
something about themselves.
‘Feeling’ nature when alone,
enjoying silence of natural places
Level of enjoyment of hiking
together versus alone
Feelings about getting lost or finding
the way alone versus together

After identifying a couple of new second order themes, I compared the list of second order codes with
the literature on nature-human connections during outdoor trips, PYD literature and the role of selfreflection and self-compassion for personal development (Appendix G.1). Now, I could group the
second order codes into “aggregated dimensions” and create a data structure (Gioia et al., 2013;
Appendix G.2. For example, I could now see the relation between how the youngsters felt ‘with’
themselves and how they felt about being in Nature (I took the activity of the silence walk as a case in
point, which led to the aggregated dimension as seen in figure 1 below).
Second order codes
Feelings about being in Nature + trek
Loneliness or feeling comfortable alone

Aggregated dimension
Nature sense making mechanisms

(No) Symbolism Nature for self
Figure 3: Aggregated dimension by second order codes, created by author, 2018

This data structure allowed me to create a “visual aid”, a graphic representation of how I went from
the first quotes from informants in the research, towards more conceptual themes in the analysis
(Gioia, 2004). From here, I could start comparing the emergent data with concepts from the literature
and see if I had discovered new concepts. This also meant I was “transitioning from “inductive” to a
form of “abductive” research, in that “data and existing theory are now considered in tandem” (Gioia
et al., 2013, p. 21). When looking for deeper structures in the data, I used mind maps and diagrams to
understand “what is happening here”, two examples can be found on the next page.
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Figure 2: Making sense of the construct of Nature through mind maps, created by author, 2018

Figure 3: Making sense of the construct of Nature through mind maps, created by author, 2018

The diagrams and mind maps aided in uncovering what relations are found among the different
conceptions and relations in the research. For example, figure 3 shaped the initial analysis of how
different youths make sense of their surroundings (see chapter 5.1.2.). The next subsection explains
how I made use of self-reflection as a method of analysis, and how it adds to validity of the research
through triangulation.
2.2.4.2. Self-reflection as a method
Reflexivity and introspection are important components of data collection in this study. The research
uses data of my personal experiences “to embrace the own humanness as the basis of psychological
understanding (Finlay, 2002, p. 213).” This means that the researcher’s “own reflecting, intuiting and
thinking are used as primary evidence.” Introspection in the shape of personal revelations is a means
to interpret findings and compare between my own experiences during the QuestTrek and the ways
that the youths conceptualized the QuestTrek. The discussion (chapter 7) will point out how using this
experimental method has impacted the research and what it means in terms of doing
autoethnographic research in general (Ellis et al., 2011).
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Reflection is characterized by the following features in this research (Boud, 2001, p. 13):
1) Noticing: becoming aware of what is happening, this affects the extent to which we become
involved in the process;
2) Intervening: a feature that refers to actions we take to change situations we are in, this still
might not be noticeable to others;
3) “Reflection in action”: process of all features working together to interpret events and the
effects of one’s interventions. These features are often invisible and unconscious.
During the trek, I took time before going to bed to reflect on my experiences of that day, reflecting on
decisions that I made and assumptions behind them (see also diary notes in Appendix C.3). Becoming
more conscious of the process in the event and being aware of the decisions that are made by
ourselves and others, aids the individual to “act from a new perspective” (Boud, 2001).
After returning from Nepal, I started reflection on the events, which meant writing out my diary notes
from the trek into a coherent ‘introspective review’ as one of the main steps of the data analysis
process. Here, I conceptualize writing my diary as a thinking and feeling process, where reflection on
each day of the QuestTrek was central, as Boud (2001, p. 10-11) also states:
“Reflection involves taking the unprocessed, raw material of experience and engaging with it as a way
to make sense of what has occurred. It involves exploring often messy and confused events and
focusing on the thoughts and emotions that accompany them. […] This type of reflection may occur
driving home at the end of the day, in the bathtub, or when discussing with colleagues or friends what
we do.”

I used my own field notes and ‘messy’ data of the events as a base material for journal writing. The
diary functioned as a forum by which my experiences were both recorded, “processed and re-formed”
(Boud, 2001, pp. 10–11). Throughout my journal, I recorded important reflections on events, so I could
recognize the ‘types of learning’ taken from these events and experiences and build a base to create
new learning in terms of my personal development- and how I felt I related to the natural
environment. The most important part of writing an autoethnographic account was returning to the
“lived experiences”, and attending to my feelings that were present in the moment (or are still
present), and at times discharging negative feelings or judgements (Boud, 2001, p. 14). For example,
I realized throughout the writing process that the fear of failing in my studies continued to come back,
inhibiting the urge to keep writing my journal- and continuing with the analysis of my results.
Attending to my feelings (positive and negative) created a base upon which I could start re-evaluating
my experiences and getting re-acquainted with the events. During this re-evaluation process I was
looking for new ideas and concepts to make sense of the role of the QuestTrek in the last year, I
compared how I felt before going to Nepal and how I thought about myself afterwards. I sought input
from my friends, flat mates and family to understand how and what had happened in between the
QuestTrek and the present moment, and shared with them what I had learned about myself. In the
end, this resulted in my journal (or autoethnographic account) in Appendix E.
2.2.4.3. Validity and reliability of the study and data triangulation
There are a number of ways in which I aimed to develop an understanding of the QuestTrek as a
practice, and to increase the validity of the study. I converged different information sources, among
which one is using introspection as a method of data collection (and resulting diary notes and journal).
Other methods that were used are in-depth interviews and participant observations (and resulting
descriptive field notes). The in-depth interviews were meant to collect data on personal histories,
perspectives and experiences. Here, sensitive topics included past traumatic experiences of the
youngsters, and insecurities or negative feelings that they had experienced during the QuestTrek.
Furthermore, the focus groups that I held with the youths from Organization 1 were done to
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understand the role of norms within the group and how subgroups were formed, and how this might
impact the personal development of the different youths. Moreover, I expected a larger response
from the youths as they were surrounded by their peers. However, as I did not carry out a focus group
with the other youths, this did not provide me with enough information on complementary data to
conclude about the youths’ social context. Instead, I decided to obtain extra information from social
workers at the two child homes to understand contextual norms and rules at the child homes.
Participant observation and field notes are a fourth method that I used to compare what I was seeing
in the field and hearing afterwards from the Nepali youths (figures 4 and 5 show the methods- and
data source- triangulations graphically).

Figure 4: Method triangulation of the
study, created by author, 2018

Figure 5: Data source triangulation of the study,
created by author, 2018

Furthermore, I aimed to understand the QuestTrek from different perspectives, by taking the same
activities as a way to ‘look at it’, but interviewing different (groups) of people. Table 2 (page 17) listed
the roles of several actors during the trek. I based most of my analysis on the interviews of the “lived
experiences” of Nepali participants, and used my interviews and informal conversations with
respectively employees at Mountain Child Care, the trekking guide and social workers as a means to
frame the context in which personal development - and relating to the natural environment - at the
QuestTrek took place.
2.3.

ETHICAL CONSIDERATIONS

This research has a number of ethical considerations that were considered while doing fieldwork.
Firstly, participants of Quest Treks are from the ages 16-22, which means that some of them are still
underage. Here, it was important to gain the approval of both their parents or guardians in order to
report on findings for this research. Furthermore, as I was a ‘complete participant’ myself, I ‘revealed’
my role as researcher during the trek. I had a ‘double interest’ into researching this Quest Trek, firstly
an individual stake through writing my master’s thesis to graduate, and secondly, to learn more about
myself and to use the tools obtained for my future (career). In order to protect the reliability as a
researcher, my double interests were made known to the participants. It was expected that this might
have an influence on the experiences of participants and the ‘natural’ process (Bernard, 2011, p. 260).
The fact that the researcher is part of the activities has an influence on ‘objectivity’ of the research,
as I was myself involved in activities of the organization (I went ‘native’), my subjective experience
was also part of documentation (Bernard, 2011, p. 262).
Other ethical considerations concern the fact that the I visited (ex)participants of the Quest Trek
trajectory in the child homes where my presence might have impacted youths living there.
Furthermore, some adolescents have been through considerable trauma in their past, which had to
be considered while interviewing and visiting youngsters. Throughout the research, I made sure there
was a social worker present during interviews with youths that were under eighteen years old.
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Furthermore, in setting up the report, names of adolescents and organizations were anonymized to
diminish possible negative side-effects of participation in the research: the well-being of the youths
was seen as the top priority during- and after data collection (Mack et al., 2002, p. 7).
The next chapter forms the theoretical foundation of this research. It explains how practice- and
program theory give direction to the inductive nature of the study. Furthermore, the Positive Youth
Development approach, including linked practices and outcomes is elaborated upon. The role of
outdoor programs in personal- and spiritual growth is discussed from a theoretical perspective, as well
as literature on “going into the wild” by Krakoff (2003).

28

3. THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK
This theoretical framework is meant to explain the main concepts from this research. Firstly, program
theory and organizational practice theory is taken as a lens to ‘look at’ the organization in this
research. In this research, I take concrete practices and activities to aim to understand the role of the
QuestTrek in the Nepali youths’ lives. Moreover, Personal Youth Development (PYD) studies and
practice, as well as the role of nature in outdoor youth programs, is laid out. As little theory is focused
on positive youth development in other cultural contexts, the activities of the research aid in creating
a typological theory on positive youth development in Nepal. Furthermore, the QuestTrek is seen as
a case-study for researching the Nature-Human relations of Nepali youths. Here, the theory does not
guide the methods, but rather provides a framework for this study. The beginning of the findings
chapter integrates the perspective on (practices of) organizations, the natural environment and
positive youth development into a conceptual framework, which was largely derived from the findings
of the research.
3.1.

THE BASIS: PROGRAM THEORY

This research takes a look at the program theory of the organization Mountain Child Care. Assessing
the program theory means evaluating its effectiveness and efficiency, which can be done at specific
stages of the development of the program. Rossi et al. (2004) distinguish between several approaches
to program evaluation that are useful in different stages of the process of development:
1) Assessment of the need for the program
2) Assessment of program design and logic/theory
3) Assessment of how the program is being implemented (i.e., is it being implemented according
to plan? Are the program's processes maximizing possible outcomes?)
4) Assessment of the program's outcome or impact (i.e., what it has actually achieved)
5) Assessment of the program's cost and efficiency
This research focuses on 3) the implementation of the program and 4) assessing its outcomes and
impact. As I recognize the role of studying practices ‘in the field’ as being essential to understanding
their role in creating the intended outcomes, process analysis is the large part of this study (Schatzki,
2002). Process analysis centres around how the program is being implemented, it goes beyond asking
‘what’ happens, but determines whether components identified as critical to the program’s success,
are implemented and in which manner (Rossi et al., 2004). This part of ‘looking at the organization is
further considered through analysing specific practices of the organization (paragraphs 2.2.)
This study aims to gain an in-depth understanding of experiences of participants of the QuestTrek
program. Therefore, focus lies on understanding components and underlying mechanisms that impact
the adolescents’ personal development. Program outcomes seen as the observed characteristics of
the target population or social conditions, thus, the state of social conditions that the program is
expected to have changed (Rossi et al., 2004). However, as this study does not take a baseline of the
youths’ development before the QuestTrek, the research centres around giving first indications of the
role of the QuestTrek in the youths’ personal development processes. Thus, the main body of the
study focuses on looking at the processes inherent in the QuestTrek program. Practice theory is used
as a tool and general framework to study these processes, the next subsection will elaborate upon
this theory.
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3.2.

ORGANIZATIONAL PRACTICE THEORY

The processes ‘at work’ at the organization are analysed by looking at the organisational environment
and the social practices and activities inherent to the QuestTrek program. Organisational theories that
focus on organisations as ‘sites of knowing’ are used (Nicolini, 2011; Orlikowski, 2002). In this view,
‘knowing something’ is “tied to the pursuit of an activity and is constituted or renovated as actors
engage with the organizational world in practice”, also referred to as “knowledge in action” (Nicolini,
2011; Orlikowski, 2002). This idea is taken from the practice-based approach to organisations, which
“develops the assumption that phenomena such as knowledge, meaning, human activity and sociality
are aspects and effects of the total nexus of interconnected human practice” (Schatzki, 2001, as cited
in Nicolini, 2011). Furthermore, as is said by Nicolini (2011, ps. 602): meaningful human conduct is an
extension of participating in a network of practices, not from the deployment of rules or goals, which
has mainly been put forward in rationalist views of organizations.
Practice theory has been theorized by different scholars and takes as a starting point that all actions
are situated, and that they are related to the social world in which they take place (Feldman &
Orlikowski, 2011, p. 1241). This means that a course of action cannot be predicted based on the actor’s
intent or that it can be distilled from observing the outcome (Suchman, 1987, 2007). There are three
main principles that theorists emphasize in these relationships (Feldman & Orlikowski, 2011, p. 1241):
1) “Situated actions are consequential in the production of social life;
2) Dualisms are rejected as a way of theorizing;
3) Relations are mutually constitutive.”
The following paragraph explains these abstract terms in a more concrete manner. The first principle
on consequentiality revolves around the idea that social actions produce and reproduce structures
that constrain and enable actions. Bundles of human activities, that together form practices, thus
enact social orders (Schatzki, 2002, as cited in Feldman and Orlikowski, 2011, p. 1241). The second
principle on the rejection of dualisms is key in understanding practices, as it includes the central
connotation that dualisms such as mind and body, cognition and action, objective and subjective,
structure and agency are in essence related. Thirdly, the notion of mutual constitution “implies that
social order cannot be conceived without understanding the role of agency in producing them”
(Feldman & Orlikowski, 2011, p. 1241). Furthermore, agency is not ‘just’ human action, it should be
understood within the context of structural conditions. This constitutive relationship leads to the
understanding that social- and human conduct is transformed and (re)produced in every action. What
aforementioned means for this study, is that by studying the bundles of social activities, and relations
among these activities, it is possible to trace the main mechanisms at work in the ‘production’ of
positive youth development. More importantly, each actor is able to change the existing structure by
acting on it.
To further this argument, organisational practice theory takes as a basis that so-called entities are not
the main object of study, instead, the ‘arrows between the boxes’ are much more interesting. This
leads the researcher to find out how certain actions produce outcomes. Learning more about the
interaction between different actors within the QuestTrek program using a practice perspective, can
be done through viewing “specific outcomes of stability or change (…) as consequential only in the
context of the dynamic relations and performances through which such (provisional) stability and
change are achieved in particular instances of practice” (Feldman & Orlikowski, 2011, p. 1249). The
research design indicated how this argument could play out in researching activities at the
organization Mountain Child Care (chapter 2). The following subsection will move into a specific strand
of youth development programs to frame this case-study within personal development approaches:
the positive youth development approach.
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3.3. THE POSITIVE YOUTH DEVELOPMENT APPROACH
The positive youth development approach is both an orientation in practical work towards healthy
development for children and youth, as well as an academic strand in applied research and community
development (Moore, 2017b; Nakkula et al., 2010). It derives from the Developmental Assets
framework, which is also seen as a visible manifestation of the positive psychology movement
(Benson, 2006; Larson, 2000). The Developmental Assets framework is a basic model that divides
assets of adolescents into two groups: external assets (community influences for optimal
development) and internal assets (personal characteristics), which are further divided into four
categories. An overview of these categories can be found in table 1. Nakkula et al. (2010, pp. 2-3)
further elaborate on the specificities of this framework in their article.
Table 8: The Developmental Assets Framework, Benson, 2006, as cited in Nakkula et al., 2010

External assets

Internal assets

Support

Commitment to learning

Empowerment
Boundaries & Expectations
Constructive use of time

Positive values
Social competencies
Positive identity

For the purpose of this research, it is important to recognize the origins of the positive youth
development approach, as it is a relatively new approach from the 1990s (Damon, 2004). It takes
young people as resources instead of seeing them as problems for society. This latter focus on deficits
has been the dominant trait of mental-health models (i.e. Fritz Redl); and criminal-justice models that
stress punishment over prevention (Damon, 2004, p. 14). When taking a more practical stance on
problem-focused development, it can be said that activities which focus solely on the prevention of
problem behaviours are insufficient and do not equip adolescents with enough tools to go confidently
into adulthood (Roth & Brooks-Gunn, 2003, p. 97). As an antidote, positive youth development
perspectives- and programs aim to promote positive outcomes by focusing on skills and adolescents’
assets.
According to Moore (2017, p. 1176), current PYD literature includes both outcomes and practices that
affect these outcomes. Furthermore, these studies have an evaluative nature, and practitioners are
increasingly convinced of “positive contexts and experiences [as] a critical input into positive
outcomes” (Moore, 2017, p. 1176). More and more studies also focus on youth and children from
diverse backgrounds and cultural groups (i.e. Eichas et al., 2017). However, it is not said that the same
competences and context will lead to development across cultural groups; more research with
differing (sub)groups is necessary to identify unique settings for positive youth development (Moore,
2017a, pp. 1176–1177). This study mainly focuses on observing concrete observable practices that
contribute to youth development; the next sections elaborate on the types of outcomes for youth
development that can be expected.
3.3.1. COMPETENCES AND PRACTICES NEEDED FOR POSITIVE DEVELOPMENT
So far, the literature has identified a number of general outcomes of positive youth development,
while others have focused on creating a typology on which to assess practices of current youth
development programs (Lerner et al., 2005; Roth & Brooks-Gunn, 2003).
Lerner et al. (2000) have categorized desired outcomes for youth development into 5 C’s:
1) Competence in academic, social, and vocational areas;
2) Confidence or a positive self-identity;
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3) Connections to community, family, and peers;
4) Character or positive values, integrity, and moral commitment;
5) Caring and compassion.
Later on, a 6th C was added, namely contribution, which is said to be realized after competence,
confidence, connection, character and caring are present (Pittman et al., 2001).
Roth and Brooks-Gunn (2003) further their argument on the effectiveness of positive youth
development programs by assigning key characteristics to these programs (which also distinguish PYD
from other approaches), and the activities that sustain their goals (table 9). One of the essential
characteristics of these programs concerns their goal: these emphasize the need for ongoing support
and challenging opportunities for normal development. Secondly the atmosphere of PYD programs
resembles a caring family, including supportive adults, “a strong sense of membership, commitment,
explicit rules and responsibilities and expectations for adolescents’ success” (Roth & Brooks-Gunn,
2003, p. 97). Lastly, a key aspect concerns the specific program activities that emphasize providing
real challenges and active participation. The activities should nurture youth to practice new skills and
for them to gain a sense of personal or group recognition. Moreover, activities often offer leadership
development opportunities for adolescents.
Table 9: Types of activities in 71 Youth programs, Roth and Brooks-Gunn, 2003

The theoretical and methodological focus on activities during the QuestTrek relates back to the
practice approach as mentioned in section 3.2, where studying specific practices, undertaken by the
employees, participants and other actors, leads to assessing and understanding how the work of the
organization is positioned within the positive youth development paradigm.
3.3.2. BRIDGING THE GAP BETWEEN YOUTH DEVELOPMENT AND NATURE
The literature on (positive) youth development lacks knowledge on the role of outdoor activities and
nature-based activities in finding and utilizing inner knowledge and skills. As Mainella et al. (2011, p.
101) have problematized in their article: many people today are losing their connection to nature that
existed before. This connection with nature has in the past led to positive personal development.
Increasing evidence also points to the role of nature and green spaces in improved academic
performances, reduced stress and aggression and reduced risk of obesity (Downey & Strife, 2009).
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Another important role that childhood- and adolescents’ experiences in nature represent, are lifelong
environmental attitudes and values, which lead to the protection of the natural environment (Chawla,
2006; Downey & Strife, 2009). Outdoor play has thus been recognised as an important vehicle in order
to restore our contact with nature, however, there is a lack of literature on nature-based activities
within the positive youth development practices. This study aims to look deeper into what the
(interaction with the) natural environment means and represents for participants of QuestTreks and
how it interrelates with their personal development. The following section will focus on the current
debate on connections with- and perceptions of- our natural environment.
3.4.

PERSONAL DEVELOPMENT WITH NATURE

One of the ways that this study aims to look at effects and processes of the QuestTrek is through
looking at the participants’ connections to nature. It is expected that there is a linkage between the
QuestTrek and its activities, and how the participants perceive- and connect to nature, and that this
interrelates with their personal development.
Humans have perceived the human-nature connectedness in different ways, according to existing
literature, and it differs per individual, as well as cross-culturally: some see humans as part of nature,
others do not. For example, Menominee Native Americans are more likely to see themselves as part
of nature (and therefore engage in outdoor activities). Furthermore, urban populations have seen a
developmental decline when it comes to human-nature connections (Bang et al., 2007; Medin et al.,
2010; Unsworth et al., 2016). Schultz (2001) for example, studied the role of self-nature connection
with a cognitive measure, also called the Inclusion of Nature in the Self (INS) schema. Perceived
connectedness to nature has been positively associated with outdoor recreation activities, such as
hiking, spending time at the beach or at wild parks. Furthermore, people with a burnout or stress
syndrome have indicated the positive impact of spending time in a forest in comparison to “stimulated
nature” (Andrejewski, 2011; Bruni et al., 2017). Most of the literature about human-nature
connections have taken quantitative methods to measure the level of connectedness to nature (Mayer
& Frantz, 2004).
This research takes a different outlook on how the adolescents perceive and relate to nature and it
can be positioned within other qualitative studies that have looked for the role of nature-based
activities in personal- and spiritual growth (Heintzman, 2009; McDonald, 1989; Sweatman &
Heintzman, 2004). An early example of this type of research is from Kaplan (1995), who developed a
framework based on the restorative and renewal effects of nature on humans, it focuses on how
nature can relieve humans from stress as a result of ‘being away’ from home and places that they
know. Studies on the linkage between nature-based recreation and development show that the main
components between this relationship are “antecedent conditions, setting- and recreation
components, which together lead to short- and long term outcomes” (Heintzman, 2009, p. 76). One
of the ways that this research takes these components into account is through looking at histories and
prior life conditions of the Nepali youths (see also life trajectories of the youths in Chapter 4). The
“emotional baggage” that the youths might bring to the QuestTrek could impact their experience and
perception of nature during the trip (Fox, 1999).
Setting components relate back to ‘being in nature’, ‘being away’ from the everyday world and place
processes. These components of recreation in nature settings produce spiritual outcomes. Table 10
shows the literature and explanations on how these components play into participants’ spiritual
growth.
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Table 10: The role of the natural environment for individual spiritual development according to the literature, edited by
author, 2018

Component

Explanation

References

Being in nature

Nature could bring about a sense of wonder, awe and amazement,
it helps people connect with God, provides peacefulness and
calm/tranquillity or creates space for reflection. Reasons are that
“nature settings are characterized by extent” (“rich settings that
foster exploration and connect people to a larger world”) and
“nature settings allow for soft fascination or attention, which
suggests that features (sunsets, clouds, mountains) can be
observed effortlessly leaving opportunity for reflection on spiritual
matters” (Heintzman, 2009, p. 78).
The role of being away from the ‘normal’ environment appears to
be just as important as being in nature. As the literature points out,
a lack of constraints and responsibilities compared to participants’
everyday lives is an important factor for renewal and restoration.
Most named is the fact that participants are away from large urban
areas characterized by technology, pollution and busy places.
Literally ‘having space’ for other things besides obligations and
busyness from daily life helped participants refocus and become
more spiritually grounded.
Going to places of personal history has also been named to enhance
spiritual well-being (i.e. sense of place). Introspection was for
example positively associated with “special place locations”.

Heintzman,
2000; 2007a, b;
2009; Fox,
1997, Kaplan,
1995,
Fredrickson
and Anderson,
1999

‘Being away’

Place processes

Kaplan, 1995;
Ellard et al,
2009;
Sweatman &
Heintzman,
2004

Heintzman,
2000

Furthermore, recreation components relate to the type of activities, free-time, solitude, group
experience and facilitation of the recreation experience. Studies on wilderness experiences centred
on adventure-based- and physically challenging activities to contribute to enhanced well-being. Some
studies focused more on the interconnections between people (Fox, 1999; Stringer & McAvoy, 1992),
while other studies pointed out that participants were amazed by the beauty of natural settings (Fox,
1997; Heintzman, 2009). Differing studies show that, what is considered to be helpful for spiritual
development, depends on the person. Kaplan (1995, as cited in Heintzman, 2009, p. 79) related this
to the fact that activities will only be useful when it is “congruent with the purposes or roles of a
person”. Travelling by foot was said to be more beneficial for development compared to mountain
biking (Behan et al., 2001). Moreover, free time in nature was, according to Stringer and McAvoy
(1992) critical to spiritual experiences of participants, and lack of time for reflection was said to inhibit
spiritual development. What solitude in wilderness is really about, can be summarized as follows:
“The solo wilderness experiences offered peace, tranquillity, silence, absence of disturbances by others
and time required for reflection and being alone with one’s thoughts that rarely occurred in everyday
life (Heintzman, 2009, p. 80). In a study on hiking alone, the solitude inherent in solo hiking allowed
some participants to get close to nature, relax, experience peace and calm, and thereby, become
spiritually revitalized (Coble, Selin, & Erickson, 2003).”

In comparison, group experiences, and sharing of personal experiences, opinions and ideas has been
said to enhance spiritual experiences in wilderness through group trust and support of the other
participants, as well as sharing common life changes. Both being alone and being together with others
offer spiritual meaning for participants. Heintzman (2007a) found this “combination of solitude within
community” to be beneficial.
Outcomes as a result of antecedent experiences, settings and recreation activities, in terms of spiritual
development is closely related to PYD studies in terms of positive emotions: empowerment, clarity
and inner peace which lead to inner strength and self-control. This, in turn, affected family and work
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life, “feeling more in control and stronger regarding relationships, roles and personal goals
(Heintzman, 2009, p. 82).”
3.4.1. GOING INTO THE WILD
The reason why I was fascinated by the relation we have to the environment stems from Krakoff’s
discussion on mountaineers that go for solo-hiking experiences in the wilderness. According to Sax
(1980, as cited in Krakoff, 2003) there has been a surging interest in nature-based activities, because
it gives humans the feeling that they can transcend external goals and be present in an active and
engaged way. This gives “Nature” another dimension - we as society have an obligation to preserve it
in order to engage in so-called contemplative or reflective recreation (Sax, as cited in Krakoff, 2003, p.
424). Examples of these nature-based activities are hiking trails and trekking expeditions. Adventureseekers, mountaineers and hikers aim to severe ties with their social environment to “find back
themselves” in the wilderness: to go back to ‘pure’ nature. Sax (as cited in Krakoff, 2003, p 425)
concludes that backpackers, climbers and wanderers can be seen as “secular prophets” that point
others to the possibilities for “leaving behind all that is quick, easy, conventional, and externally
driven”, and to be able to become better people by ‘entering into nature’. Thus, these hiking
expeditions can be seen as a means to ‘do’ moral improvement.
The hiking expeditions that Krakoff (2003) speaks about are essentially an ‘early’ version of naturebased youth programs, in the sense that they aim for the same goal: to let go of what is outside of the
‘moment’ and just be present. This research will conclude about the essential components inherent
in a QuestTrek that could foster personal development and spiritual growth through connecting with
nature.
Before ‘diving into’ the contextual settings of the research (chapter 4), as well as the findings and
analysis in chapter 5 and 6, I return to the main research question of the study:
How does the organisation Mountain Child Care create a conducive environment for positive personaland social change for Nepali youngsters, and what are underlying mechanisms at work?
I aim to answer the main questions through two sub questions of the study:
1) How does the Quest Trek as a practice impact the personal- and social development of its
participants?
2) In what ways does a Quest Trek contribute to a better understanding of Nepali adolescents’
connection with - and perception of - the natural environment?
The first sub question focuses on the ‘Self-Self’ and ‘Self-Other’ relations during the trek: the goal is
to find out which practices and activities of a QuestTrek contribute to which types of personal- and
social development for its participants. What do the participants learn about themselves during the
trek, and how does their engagement with others in the QuestTrek group contribute to this process?
The second research question aims to conceptualize what the natural environment could mean to the
Nepali adolescents, and specifically how it contributes to a better understanding of the ‘self’ and
personal development. Questions such as the following are central to the rest of this study: how does
being in the mountains or in the forest actually make us feel? What are components to ‘look for’ in
the process of engaging with the natural environment? The goal of this study is to find out how the
relations between different Nepali- and Dutch- youths, the coaches and other staff of the QuestTrek,
and the mix of activities they engage in, makes for positive youth development. Moreover, why does
it matter that they engage with Nature? The next chapter will move into the context of the research,
and life trajectories of the Nepali youths in this research, to frame the findings in chapter five.
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4. CONTEXT OF THE RESEARCH
This chapter discusses three different empirical contexts of my research. The first subsection focuses
on the broad context in which this research takes place - Nepalese society - and frames the findings
of the study by looking at economic factors, and recent political changes, possibly impacting youth
development. Section 4.2. discusses the case organization Mountain Child Care, including the
organizational culture, main challenges and organizational changes. It is meant to give the reader a
way to understand the ‘basic building blocks’ from the organization (it is based on interviews with
employees). The last subsection offers insight into the QuestTrek participants that are part of the
research and their life-trajectories up until now, including an introduction to the child home where
they live. It is meant as the beginning of an analysis of the personal development of the youngsters,
and to ‘set the scene’ of their natural environment.
4.1.

SOCIETAL CONTEXT IN NEPAL

A couple of societal contextual factors in Nepal should be discussed, in order to grasp the findings in
the research. Firstly, the role of NGOs in the Nepalese economy, and in society at large, is an important
one. There were nearly 40,000 new NGOs registered at the Social Welfare Council (the national
governmental body that keeps track of NGOs in the country) between 1977 and 2014. As discussed by
Karkee & Comfort (2016) a low-income country like Nepal generally has week governance, poor
resources and high unemployment. This means that national budgets do not cover universal health
and education, which leads to dependence on private organizations. The third largest sector in which
NGOs are registered at the Social Welfare Council are youth service (after community and rural
development sectors). However, a pressing issue in Nepal concerns the lack of a performance based
working culture, leading NGOs to lack efficiency. Moreover, as NGOs came into existence due to weak
governance there is the chance that this might be reinforced by “imposing their own agendas with
little or no reference to the host country government agenda”. This is why the Nepalese government
has implemented a sector-wide approach where NGOs pool their funding into one basket. However,
this is not obligatory for NGOs. Generally, a lack of trust in the government exists due to frequent
leadership changes, corruption differences among the political elite and the aftermath of the
earthquakes in 2015 (Payne & Basnyat, 2017; interview with AYON, Saroj, March 2018).
The national elections in December 2017 illustrate this, where the majority of the people I spoke to
either did not vote or were pessimistic about the outcomes (personal communication with MCC
employees and other acquaintances, December 2017). After the elections, the new national
constitution changed to a federal governmental system, where the provinces and local communities
were given more responsibility to spend funds on community development and educational purposes.
In this system, it is expected of the local governments to build up their own revenue from the ground
up. However, before the local governments can be autonomous, intergovernmental fiscal transfers
need to occur, which still leaves space for corruptive practices among the political elites (interview
with AYON, Saroj, March 2018).
There are a couple of processes at work here 1) there is a lack of (entrepreneurial) spirit as a result of
distrust in the political system and bureaucratic processes involved, and 2) the working culture in
Nepal is not performance based (Karkee & Comfort, 2016; AYON interview, Saroj, March 2018).
Furthermore, paid salaries are generally twenty per cent higher at international NGOs in comparison
with the public sector. The NGOs attract talented human resources, which leads to more inequalities
between government and NGO employees and thus a lack of motivation for government staff.
Moreover, NGO staff is also partly based upon support from outside the country, leading to cultural
insensitivity of its employees towards local traditions.
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To conclude, the NGO sector in Nepal is expected to ‘solve’ pressing social issues that the government
has trouble with addressing. As an employee from the Association of Youth Organizations of Nepal
has also stated: the drop-out rate among students is as high as seventy percent and the majority of
youths do not enter higher education (interview Saroj, March 2018). This research takes a small ‘piece’
of youth development, as Mountain Child Care aims to increase Nepali youths’ ambition to study and
take on new challenges that they wish to pursue.
4.2.

TALKING THE TALK – MOUNTAIN CHILD CARE

This section elaborates upon the way the organization Mountain Child Care ‘works’. It is based on
interviews with six employees (see Appendix F.1 for the full list of interviewees). The methods chapter
(chapter 2) gave an overview of the staff at the organization and their roles during the QuestTrek. This
subchapter focuses on mapping the organizational culture (ways of working and values),
organizational changes, as well as current- and future- challenges – taking examples from the work
floor. It is meant as a contextualization of the empirical setting of my research.
4.1.1. ORGANIZATIONAL CULTURE
When it comes to ways of working, a couple of important processes should be noted. Firstly, the
‘learning by doing’ approach as mentioned earlier, is central to the work of Mountain Child Care. Either
through joining the QuestTreks, or by ‘being at the office’ and experiencing day-to-day work with the
team. This is closely related to the second process: receiving and giving feedback to each other. By
being able to be open and transparent to the other person about their abilities, it is possible to
improve the self on the work floor. It also means working from the ‘potential’ of the employee,
primarily focusing on their talents instead of weaknesses. All six employees mentioned openness as a
core value of the organization. Furthermore, a lack of hierarchy (also because of having a small core
team) and a general flexibility of its employees contributes to a dynamic role division. It leads to an
“interactive way of working”, where communication and the work process is equally important
together with the content (interviews with Brenda, Hedda, February 2018). This is also seen as a main
pitfall during the day-to-day work within the office, as “sometimes things just have to get done”
(interviews Brenda, Hedda, February 2018). More on challenges of the organization can be found in
4.1.3.
For all the employees there is one very important characteristic of the organization, which is the role
of cultural sensitivity during work. This is seen as a process where mainly the Dutch part of the team
tries to adapt to the Nepali ways of working and cultural values. The Dutch employees see this process
for example during meetings, where they try to ‘hold space’ for the Nepali employees, asking openended questions and being less ‘direct’ in their responses (interviews with Manon, Brenda, February
2018). For Leeza and Suraj it entails trying to understand ‘Dutch cultural values’ as well, either through
new Dutch volunteers or day-to-day work situations with the core team (interviews, February 2018).
Being culturally sensitive also entails communication with partner organizations, and possible new
(Nepali) employees. Brenda mentioned, for example, that it was difficult to ‘read’ the applicants, for
a new position at Mountain Child Care, as non-verbal cues seemed to be altogether different
(interview, February 2018).
4.1.2. ORGANIZATIONAL CHANGES
There have been considerable organizational changes during the time I spent at Mountain Child Care.
These are summarized in table 11.

37

Table 61: Organizational changes at Mountain Child Care in the period of 2017-2018, created by author, 2018

Initial situation

Organizational change

LEGAL STATUS - Finding a way to
register as an official NGO at the Nepali
government (Social Welfare Council).
Mountain Child Care spent two years
aiming to finalize this process.
PARTNERSHIPS STRUCTURE –
Only partnering with child homes and
receiving financial contributions from
Dutch donors.
Informal
contact with partner
organizations (child homes) via social
workers.

It proved to be too difficult to register officially as an NGO, instead,
the organization aims to join another company as a ‘social project’.
However, MCC is still partly registered at the government, which
means that the following months are meant for a deregistering
process.
The shape of partnerships with the child homes was changing
during my time at the organization, both through having more
formal contact with directors of the child homes (instead of the
social workers) as well as by asking for financial contributions from
the homes. This new approach led MCC to help the homes with
finding the financial support needed by offering presentations
about the work they do. Moreover, Manon (a volunteer that
arrived in January) started approaching other international
organizations such as AIESEC to take up the QuestTrek program in
their database. Lastly, the founders in the Netherlands see
opportunities in working with schools, offering QuestTreks for
higher education in the Netherlands (which is already
‘established’), as well as in Nepal (which is not underway yet).

PROGRAM STRUCTURE - A main Quest
program consisted of 6 days QuestTrek
and an after trajectory of three years.
This consisted of individual sessions
with the coach and youngsters
throughout those years, often leading
to ‘losing the youngsters out of sight’
(personal communication, Hedda,
December 2017).

Since the beginning of September, the intern Goscha from the NL
worked on a new program structure for the after trajectory of the
QuestTrek, together with the MCC team. This is called QuestTribes:
a 9-months coaching program, asking more commitment and
responsibility from individual participants ‘at the door’. The
program is a condensed version of the 3-year program, consisting
of 6 QuestTribes days, based on the U theory, including both group
coaching sessions and individual sessions.

Aside from general organizational changes, there have also been changes within the core team. For
both Leeza and Suraj there were two employees that were like a mentor to them (Dilip and Prakash),
who showed them the ins and outs of the work at Mountain Child Care. Since November and
December these two employees had to leave the organization, due to a lack of improvement in
efficiency. This was met with some tension and sadness in the team, also leading Brenda to ask the
question “do we still understand each other?” Because of losing part of the core team, Mountain Child
Care has focused on finding new employees - both freelance coaches, as well as a new full-time team
member6. Moreover, Leeza has taken on the function of program manager, adding to her
responsibilities, going from mainly being a youth coach towards doing external communication with
partners, as well as administrative tasks and internal planning (interview with Hedda, February, 2018).
4.1.3. ORGANIZATIONAL CHALLENGES
During the interviews with employees, there have been a couple of main themes discerned in terms
of organizational challenges at Mountain Child Care. One of the main challenges named by the
employees has to do with overly focusing on the process, instead of content of the work. As Brenda
and Hedda also mentioned: it is an organization with sensitive and idealistic employees, where
coaching others is central to the work (interviews, February 2018). This also means that the
organization is sometimes “digging their own hole”, wanting to give everybody freedom and
responsibility to pursue their goals and use their full potential, using regular and intensive feedback

6

As of April 2018, Mountain Child Care hired a new full-time team member and youth coach, Asmita.

38

to reach this (interview with Hedda, February 2018). On the other hand, this sometimes means losing
sight of the vision of the organization by the team. During the time that Hedda was recovering, the
Nepali team had general difficulty in seeing the overall picture of their work and planning tasks,
leading to a lack of direction and long-term vision. At the moment, this is something that Hedda is
working on, together with Leeza as program manager (and Brenda as her stand-in), together with the
team. However, Hedda has also expressed that she will make more decisions than she did in the past,
in order to keep the core team “on track” (interview, February 2018). Furthermore, an informal setting
exists at the office, in which professional and personal lives intertwine. This can partly be explained
by the fact that the organization was founded by a family on their honeymoon in Portugal, and partly
as a result of Nepali cultural values. As the relation between people is often regarded as more
important than ‘getting things done’, there exists a lack of commitment to the outcome of tasks
(Karkee & Comfort, 2016; see also subsection 4.1).
Another challenge is keeping a ‘healthy balance’ between Dutch and Nepali employees in the team.
As the organization is generally dependent on help from volunteers, this means that there is a chance
of “always being with more than the ‘core team’” (interview Hedda, February 2018). This is seen as a
distraction, for example during meetings, or because volunteers generally ask many questions.
Sometimes volunteers can delay the work at the office, which is something all employees in the core
team recognize. Furthermore, as Brenda and Leeza mentioned: volunteers tend to want to “help out
a lot”, but do not always have a clue about Nepali culture or what they actually come to do at the
organization (interviews, February 2018). The lack of cultural sensitivity, also in terms of how the
volunteers deal with the Nepali youths, or partner homes, might have negative impacts. Furthermore,
as all volunteers are Dutch, communication beforehand is usually between the Dutch core employees
and the volunteers, which sometimes leads to the Nepali team feeling ‘out of the loop’. Lastly,
generally volunteers are coming and going: when one has recently left, a new one already arrives at
Mountain Child Care. This leaves the team with a lack of space to breathe and get used to new
situations.
A more general organizational challenges concerns finding funding for their activities, which is
something that NGOs often face (Antrobus, 1987). Mountain Child Care is trying to tackle the
challenge by finding new clients such as schools, in order to gain a larger paying public. Another
possible solution has to do with the idea that child homes will pay a small contribution for the
QuestTrek and QuestTribes program in the future. Hedda mentioned for example that some child
homes, i.e. Organization 4 (a partner that MCC has worked with for a long time), has a steady flow of
income and are thus able to contribute more (interview February, 2018). Lastly, the organization is
dependent on child homes for the selection of the youths that are eligible for the QuestTrek and
QuestTribes program. However, there have been notable moments where the partners choose
youngsters that are below 16 years old (the threshold set by MCC), leading to lower impact in terms
of personal development. As Leeza mentioned, their lower age means more “shallow coaching”, with
a larger focus on the after trajectory instead of the QuestTrek itself (interview, February 2018).
The next subsection will go into past and current daily life of the eight youths that are part of the
research (see Appendix F.2 for the full list of interviewees during research collection). The role of the
child home, their former social context and daily lives is key.
4.3.

LIFE TRAJECTORIES OF THE YOUTHS AND PARTNER ORGANIZATIONS

The youngsters that were part of the QuestTrek have differing backgrounds, some still have their
maternal parents, some do not. Of the eight youngsters that are part of the research and the
QuestTrek, most of them lost one of their parents at an early age. Some have parents that cannot take
care of them as a result of a poor economic background. The following sections below contain, firstly,
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descriptions of the youths’ life trajectories, and how they came to where they are now; secondly,
section 4.3.2. introduces the child homes where the eight youths live (or are affiliated with), and the
natural- and social context of these organizations.
4.3.1. HISTORIES OF THE YOUTHS
This section looks at the life trajectories of the Nepali participants of the QuestTrek and considers old
family situations, life struggles and how the youths relate to their home towns.
Nagendra
Nagendra came to Organization 3 when he was about 6 years old. Currently, he is 17 years old, he
studies in grade 12 and he still has both his parents and five siblings, which live in a village in the
Kalikot District in eastern Nepal. The team of Organization 3 came to see the conditions that the family
was in and decided to bring Nagendra to the home. Nagendra is doing courses in management and
hopes to continue to do a bachelor in business at the university. His family would like him to become
an accountant, but, as Nagendra says: “my family is from like that poor background, […] they don’t
know much like business. They own a shop, they said like: if you study business, it’s a poor job. […] I
am going to prove them wrong some day!” Nagendra enjoys leading others and has been his school’s
student president, representing the students in general assemblies and being the voice of the student
body in other meetings with the school board. He mostly enjoys giving speeches in front of the school
of 400-500 people (interview with Nagendra, February, 2018).
Amit
Amit is currently seventeen years old, he came to Organization 3 around 6 years old. His family and
him moved to Bardia (a province south from Surkhet) when he was 2 years old. He still has two older
sisters, a brother and his father. His father used to work in India as a driver and he had many affairs
with other women. Upon knowing this, Amit’s mother left the family and moved to Surkhet. Amit’s
mother died during his childhood. Furthermore, his father was not present during this time and left
his four kids. In the end, Amit’s maternal grandfather brought him to Organization 3. According to
Sachyam, a social worker at Organization 3, Amit used to have an anger problem during his early teens,
he had a short temper, he would get angry about small things and hit girls on occasion. Since then, he
has had regular counselling and visited a psychologist, he has matured a lot since a couple of years.
Moreover, Sachyam has remarked that Amit is very active, and good with his body (sportsy), and
generally “he takes everything as a joke”. This also means that focusing on school work can be an issue
for him (personal communication with Sachyam, February 2018).
Nirjhar
Nirjhar is currently 21 years old, he is studying in the 12th grade, doing a science direction of courses
in science, chemistry, math and computer science. He just completed his classes and is now looking
to apply for a university in Nepal. Nirjhar lost both his parents during his childhood and early teens,
he was brought to Organization 3 by Mr. T., a board member of the organization at age sixteen, in
2012. At this time, he was about to go India to work with people in another village. Nirjhar’s sisters
and brother still live in the village. His sisters are married and he used to visit them once a year.
Comparing Nirjhar’s life in the village has to do with pollution, according to him, it is cleaner there and
they used to tend the food that they grow in the village. Nowadays, he says, it is more polluted in the
village, also because a new road was built in the hills so trucks cannot reach the place. People in his
village are “superstitious” and “spiritual” and Nirjhar sees “different kinds of problems there”. If he
says to do certain things to solve the issues, the villagers are angry at him and say he is wrong
(interview Nirjhar, February 2018). Furthermore, friends from his old district, for example, do not have
finances to be able to study. As a result of having to face difficulties early on in his life, Nirjhar says he
“can get ideas and some solutions to problems.” He tells me that when he lost his mother there was
his father who took care of him when he was sad, but when he also lost his father later on (at age
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fourteen), he had to take care of himself. He used to do labour work in Surkhet, before he was brought
to the home. Nirjhar left Organization 3 at age nineteen. Currently, he is living with a friend in a rented
flat in Surkhet.
Neera and her sister Dhanvi
The two sisters Neera and Dhanvi come from a village in the mountains that was not safe during rainy
season. They were brought to Kathmandu by an aunt, to Organization 2, in a village a couple of hours
from the city of Kathmandu. Their parents died at an early age, and they were brought up by their
older brother. Their brother beat both of them in their childhood, Neera had to do hard labour in their
household and collect grass and wood for stirring the fire. According to Neera, her brother did not do
any work in the house and let her and her sister take care of the household. During the interview, she
told me that she cannot remember anything from her childhood before she was 8 years old. Their
living conditions were also worse in the sense that their house was humid throughout the year, which
often led to her and her sister getting sick (personal communication with founder, February 2018).
The sisters still have their aunt, who is living in Kathmandu (interview Neera, December 2017).
Sejun
His father died when he was a child and now he lives in a rented room with his mother and sibling. He
used to deliver newspapers when he was in school, later he left the job to spend more time on
studying. He feels that he has a habit of being greedy and during the QuestTrek he wanted to let this
go. He generally feels support from the founder from Organization 1, Bina, and from his mother.
Pramiti
Pramiti is seventeen years old and she currently lives with her brothers and mother in a rented
apartment in Kathmandu. Her father died when she was young. Pramiti used to work as a child
labourer in another person’s house, together with her mother. She struggled after she lost her father,
but received financial and emotional support from the founder, teachers and social workers at
Organization 1. Before the QuestTrek, Pramiti said that she expected a lot from other people in her
surroundings and this is something she wants to let go of more. Furthermore, Pramiti said to “get
angry very fast” (interview with Pramiti, December 2017).
Chitavake
Chitavake is eighteen years old and lives with his mother and brother in Kodhasur, Kathmandu.
Because of his poor economic situation, he went to Organization 1. According to him, he had to
struggle a lot when he was younger because he had to help his mother in the household and gain
money for them to survive. Nowadays, he says his brother is also working and helping in the household
so he does not have the same struggle. However, he is currently looking for a part-time job to support
himself and his family financially (interview Chitavake, December 2017). Furthermore, the founder of
Organization 1, Bina, has mentioned that life at his mother’s house is still not easy, and that
Chitavake’s grades are currently falling. Chitavake’s mother supports his qualities, saying that he has
a talent for fixing electronics.
Rashmi
Rashmi is seventeen years old and currently lives with her mother, father, brother and sister in
Kathmandu. They used to live in a village about 6-7 hours from Kathmandu, in the mountains, where
Rashmi had to walk three hours up to reach their town. Nowadays, her grandmother, maternal uncle
and four cousins still live in the village. Once a year she visits her home village for the biggest HinduNepali festival called Dashain7. During that festival, the participants get a white or red ‘Tika’ to receive

7

The Dashain Festival is the longest and biggest Hindu festival in Nepal, it takes place in September and October and lasts 15
days. It is celebrated by the whole country for the victory of goddess Durgar over the demon Mahishasura. It is a further
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blessings of their grandmother/family. As Rashmi is Buddhist, she receives a white ‘Tika’, Hindus get
a red ‘tika’ on their foreheads. One of the things that Rashmi has struggled with is the idea that other
people (peers, family, strangers) are “talking about her, saying positive or negative things” (interview
Rashmi, December 2017). She states that she has (had) a fear that others have opinions about what
she is wearing or how she looks.
4.3.2. THE PARTNER ORGANIZATIONS AND SOCIAL CONTEXT
This section considers information about the partner organizations context and elaborates upon the
social context that the youths currently live in.
Organization 1 – Chitavake, Sejun, Rashmi and Pramiti
Organization 1 took the four youngsters in and is based in the north of the city Kathmandu. The youths
do not live in the organization but are still living with their family members in or near Kathmandu. The
youths from Organization 1 currently go to college, which means having classes from 7-11 in the
morning. Rashmi and Pramiti spend their afternoons teaching small children at Organization 1,
whereas Chitavake is working a part-time job and Sejun is trying to find a new part-time job.
Organization 1 offers financial support for the youths’ education on a “needs” basis, but they are
reliant on donors from The Netherlands, amongst other countries (personal communication with
founder Bina, January and February 2018). The organization is built upon the help of volunteers from
abroad, as well as on paid social workers. Furthermore, there is not a fixed moment where the youths
‘sign out’ of the organization, some gain support up until grade 12, others for a longer time period
(grade 12 is the end of high school according to the Dutch system). Besides offering financial support,
Organization 1 aids the youths in other ways, for example offering support with planning their
schoolwork or finding a part-time job. Rashmi and Pramiti are currently tutoring the smaller children
mathematics and drawing. It is a lively organization that offers the children a lot of space to develop
other skills (dancing, drawing et cetera). Oftentimes, the children of social workers also live at- or near
the organization and help out with chores, classes or cooking. For example, every Thursday, there is a
dance class, every Friday a clay teacher comes and the smaller kids have special computer classes.
Organization 2 – Neera
Currently, Neera is living at Organization 2, at the Chapagaun of Lalitpur District, about two hours from
Kathmandu. When she was 9 she was brought to the home. Together with her sister they live in the
home that is about a half an hour walk up the hills from the school from Organization 2, this school is
also owned by the children’s home. The home has a large vegetable garden with orange trees. There
is a small shed and a field with cows and horses. It’s a green environment just outside a village.
Together with the social workers at the home, the children have planted trees, and they work in the
garden now and then. Neera mentions how she enjoys planting trees instead of cutting grass and
wood. One of the ways Neera relates her ‘old life’ to her ‘new life’ is by being happy with new clothes
and celebrating holidays together with sisters and brothers from the home: “Tomorrow we do a fire
and we dance, so much Christmas, showing, making pictures and birthday celebration and all children.
So nice!” Being able to share feelings and thoughts with social workers and teachers at the home is
important to Neera and makes her feel loved. The idea that others are happy for her, asking her
questions and supporting her helps her feel seen (interview Neera, December 2018). As she says:
“And she [Karina, a German social worker at Organization 2] comes there and I say: didi8 you can come
to my room and I can talk with you, and didi said: yes yes! Of course, yes! And please you come yes,
celebration for fertility of the land and good harvest. Family reunion is emphasized during the festival, easing social tensions
between family members (Master Catherine Jigme, 2016).
8

The meaning of didi can be translated as ‘older sister’ in Nepali and Hindi language (Oxford Dictionaries, 2018).
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yes. And I talk and she’s so happy and she also says: I so want to meet MCC [Mountain Child Care], like
you and I will talk about you and all, you know? Who, our care us in QuestTrek, and she said: oh nice!
And she’s so proud of us, you know? And one time I also meet them, and how I can get to know them,
and how I can go there. And she told me. And uh, didi also come and they share with us and we also
need them, and we also look our home and they stay […] And we talk, we talk 3-4 hours.” (interview
Neera, December 2018)

Neera is the only youngster in the research that still goes to high school. After school, she spends her
time on doing homework or doing extra-curricular activities such as sports, singing and quiz
competition. Furthermore, the school offers vocational training ranging from carpentry and
mechanics to agricultural training.
To come in the house care, children must be ‘full’ orphans between 4-9 years old. The organization
supports the kids up to bachelor’s study and they are on their own afterwards, financially. They do
not get any kind of support if they want to go abroad (personal communication with Suraj, June 2018).
Organization 3 – Nirjhar, Amit and Nagendra
Organization 3 is an organization that has a large garden and is based in the town Surkhet, in the West
of Nepal. It is a big house built by an American founder that fell in love with the country and felt that
she had to do something about children that do not have parents anymore. It is mostly built on the
support of financial donors from the United States. The home also houses a school, where the children
take classes until they start taking college courses (which is usually around 16/17 years old). Currently,
the organization is in the process of building a new school (and home) at the foot of the hill at the
outskirts of town. Both buildings are sustainable and further built by a sustainable engineer, he is also
in charge of the vegetable garden, bee hives and other new sustainable constructions around area.
Furthermore, they built a large water tank that houses 8000 litres of water. There is a big drought
problem in the town and sometimes this tank is used for other villagers that need water (personal
communication, Sachyam, February 2018). For children to be admitted to the home, the children do
not have to be “full orphans”, as Suraj from Mountain Child Care shared (personal communication,
June 2018): most children are from families that have financial difficulties.
The youths receive financial support from the home until the completion of their bachelor study,
under the condition that they have good marks for their school exams (if they fail more than a couple
of times, financial support might be cut off). As Suraj (interview, February 2018) also anticipates:
“After leaving the house, the children might face a challenge to cope with [the] social environment as
this is new for them. They also have [the] challenge to manage their finances, routines and relations
with new circles [and] to be completely independent after leaving the home environment.”

Two of the three friends, Amit and Nagendra, were still living in the child home when I visited them,
but they were planning to move out around May 9. They partly help with cooking and doing other
chores in the home and were both seen as role models for the smaller children, as well as actively
engaging in home activities themselves.
To conclude this chapter, the three contexts elaborated upon here, give an overview of how the
youths came to be who they are now, it gives an insight into the role of Nepalese society in possibly
limiting or enhancing personal development processes and lays out the role of the child home in the
youths’ lives. The next chapter presents the findings of the research in terms of indications of personal
change of Nepali youngsters and myself, as well as how the natural settings were perceived by the
9

Since April 2018, Amit and Nagendra are living on their own, together with some friends from the home, in a rented flat in
Surkhet (personal communication, Sachyam, July 2018).
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QuestTrek participants. After identifying important underlying processes in QuestTrek activities and
practices, chapter 6 analyzes the findings and points to overarching patterns in emerging mechanisms
of the QuestTrek as a practice. It goes deeper into what the roles of certain mechanisms are for the
personal- and social development of QuestTrek participants and what this means in terms of future
(career) development paths for the adolescents.
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5. FINDINGS OF THE RESEARCH
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The context chapter has laid out the societal context, the settings of partner child homes and the
youths’ life trajectories before they participated in the QuestTrek. It aids the reader in understand the
societal context in which the Nepali participants live. Furthermore, the natural- and social- settings as
described in the previous chapter are part of the identities of the Nepali youths, it is where they come
back to after the QuestTrek. Understanding the youths’ relations to people from the child home gives
insight into how they will shape their future after the QuestTrek. Lastly, the youths’ past lives could
have considerable impact upon the role of the QuestTrek in their lives, and how they might shape
their future.
A general introduction and ‘road map’ to the findings of my research is in place. As the methodology
chapter (chapter 2) has pointed towards: I positioned myself in the QuestTrek as participant and
researcher, and used my experiences as a basis for writing an autoethnographic account (Appendix
E). The prologue in this chapter starts out with my immersion in the QuestTrek, and takes the three
relations from figure 6 as a basis to reflect on my personal experiences. It is an analysis of the
autoethnographic account and sheds light on important processes inherent to the trek, based on my
feelings and thoughts. Section 5.1 moves into the main findings of the research in terms of the relation
with the self and the individuals’ relationships with Nature. The relation with others is discussed in
subsection 5.2. Here, I use input of the interviews with the Nepali youngsters and field notes during
the trek. Figure 6 shows the schematic overview of relations studied.

Figure 6: Conceptual relations related to the QuestTrek as a practice, created by author, 2018

The last arrow signifies a move from the individual towards ways in which the youngsters relate to
other people during the QuestTrek, as well as to their family, community and society at large. Chapter
6 sheds light on how the youngsters make sense of the role of the QuestTrek in thinking about their
future. The purpose of the next chapter is to analyze what parts of the QuestTrek aided the youngsters
in planning their future, and how their social settings hampers or positively influences their personal
development in terms of planning.
This chapter sheds light on the two sub-questions of the research: how does a QuestTrek impact the
personal development of its participants? And: in what ways does a QuestTrek contribute to a better
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understanding of Nepali adolescents’ connection with- and perception of- the natural environment?
To understand how I start answering the sub-questions: I use my own diary and personal development
process as a foundation to reflect upon the experiences of the Nepali youths. The prologue is vital in
understanding personal development ‘from within.’ Moreover, sections 5.1 and 5.2 form the ‘body’
of the research and sheds light on how the Nepali youngsters experienced different parts of the
QuestTrek, it takes a number of activities as a basis to study the youths’ relations to- and perceptions
of- Nature. Furthermore, it sheds light on the group processes during the activities. The analysis in
chapter 6 builds on these experiences and looks into how the youths create a future path, and how
several underlying mechanisms of the QuestTrek practices shape a deeper understanding of the self.
Throughout this chapter, I cite the Nepali youths both in-text, as well as in footnotes, those citations
that are placed in-text provide key illustrations for understanding the findings in this research.
PROLOGUE: MY IMMERSION IN THE QUESTTREK
This section is based on my diary (Appendix E), analyzing my own experiences during the QuestTrek,
and forms the start for the findings about the experiences of Nepali QuestTrek participants. When
looking at myself, ‘immersed’ in the QuestTrek, and relating to the coaches and other participants: as
a participant I was the person that was a bit nervous, making jokes here and there but also very alert
to anything happening around me. There can be some conclusions drawn about how I felt I related to
the environment around me, to the others in the group and to my inner self. These three themes will
also be central to the findings in subsections 5.1. and 5.2.
MY RELATION TO THE NATURAL ENVIRONMENT
One of the most important things that ‘Nature’ and the environment brought up in me during the trek
was the constant shift between feelings of admiration/being in awe, and frustration while hiking in
the mountains. Admiration because the earth houses these amazing mountains that I was able to see
with my own eyes, and frustration because the actual ‘doings’ of hiking were less romantic. Not
“judging the mountain” was easier said than done. These ‘doings’ are for example: the muscle pain in
my legs, back or other parts of my body; sweating in the sun, getting sunburnt, mulling over when the
end of the path would arrive. When I think back now, I remember being thoroughly annoyed by the
Nepali flags that were always hung over the path, signifying the nearing of the summit, which was
always further up than expected.
When I was alone during the silence walk, there was more space for these emotions to arise (or to
register). For example, in this moment I could sense my own uneasiness with hiking by myself, the
fear of getting lost and not recognizing the way. Thinking about going up the steps of the mountains
each day were part of feelings of frustration and tiredness, but as I said in my journal (Appendix E, day
1), physically feeling tired was something else in comparison with thinking that hiking was hard or
having the fear of failing to go up the mountain for example. Let’s take the example of Marije during
the first day: we (as coach group) could sense that her ‘inner critic’ was saying that she could not go
up the mountain, but in the end, her body had the strength to reach our first destination. On the other
hand, the ‘idea in my mind’ that I had to go up to Mangenot on the fourth day, did not get me up to
the summit, partly because of my altitude sickness. Being frustrated about this was also something I
had to cope with. Looking back now, the fear of failing if I did not reach the summit (or being ‘less
worthy’) was what was occupying my mind at that moment10.
While seeing the mountains and the beauty of them, I could also reflect on why I was enjoying this so
much: I was experiencing something completely new. I had never experienced this ‘greatness’, the
10

Listening to the voices of reason or feelings that arose during the hiking proved to be different from ‘experiencing’ them in
the body. What is ‘true’ to the outer body might not be true to the inner workings of ourselves. One of the ways that the
organization tries to bring about participants ‘sensing’ the emotions coming in, is through a body scan exercise.
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overwhelming enormity of the mountain range. One of the moments where I realized how small I was,
happened during the second night in Chipling. I could see an almost 360 degrees view of the hills, and
both the sun and moon were in the picture (Appendix E, day 2). Not only did I feel small in that
moment, but I could also feel space to let thoughts or feelings come to me, it was a moment where I
could also see my own vulnerability (in the physical and emotional sense). Instead of wanting to do
something with this emotion, I could relax and accept that this was okay to exist within me.
Another theme of trekking in the Himalayas for me had to do with the realizations of smells and
sounds or other sensations ‘coming in’. The most telling moments are all the times that I registered
the sounds of birds in the forests. Or when I smelled the rhododendron trees during my walk up to
the top of the mountain on the fourth day. Or when I heard the sounds of the river during a moment
of panic during the silence walk. One of the ways I would describe these sudden realizations as
moment of coming into “the Now”. Any time I heard, smelled or felt a sensation, I could feel myself
coming back into this specific moment of time. Other examples concern the feeling of fresh air,
extreme cold or warmth. Realizing that it is hot or cold also brought a sense of tending to the body.
Lastly, part of the relation I felt to different areas in nature has to do with the shift in feeling more
alone or ‘closed off from society’ in barren areas, to (literally) feeling more ‘civilized’ when coming
back down through the rice fields. As I said somewhere at the end of day 6, feeling left with the pure
self was basically part of going ‘into the wild’ during the trek, being far away from other (societal)
impulses. This made me feel more vulnerable and alone for a while in Kutum Sang, it was a ‘barren
place’ when you look at the altitude of the place (and the accompanying cold), the type of vegetation
(almost no plants or trees) and lack of people living there. Comparing this to the warmth of the
guesthouse at the Melamchi river (I felt my body relax), where I was happy to talk to some other
people than those from my trek. Seeing, hearing and feeling more ‘life’ also led to my mind “turning
on” while going back down.
MY RELATION TO OTHERS
The QuestTrek was an intense experience as a participant, not just because of the hiking, but for a
large part because you are hiking together with a group of around 20-25 other people. Looking at my
experiences during the QuestTrek there were a couple of key practices in the ways I was relating to
others, these are listed below.
POSITIONING – Upon arriving in Kathmandu, and the first couple of days of the QuestTrek, I was trying
to find ways of positioning myself within the group. What is my role as a participant? Who does what?
What are the boundaries in communication? This process can be illustrated by how I was getting to
know Marije during the first night in the guesthouse, the talks with Gerard and Ellen on the evening
before the QuestTrek and the first two days of the QuestTrek. It was deeply engrained in my double
role of being a researcher and a participant during the trek. An example is posed by my worries of
staying an “observer” instead of fully participating in the activities (Appendix E, day 1). The first day,
positioning also had to do with recognizing different roles in our coach group, Mark was the main
‘question asker’ and coach, and we as four participants were here to develop ourselves personally.
However, as Gerard would be doing the coach training later on, I felt that he was ‘further developed’.
Furthermore, the first day I was reflecting on how I should act with the Nepali participants: what kinds
of ‘cultural rules’ should I adhere to, what was right or wrong? The most vivid example of this is the
way I was listening – and talking – to the Nepali youths during the first moments of the QuestTrek (in
the bus and when we were standing in the circle at the first stop) and how I try to deal with existing
power relations, as being a Dutch blond girl, older than most Nepali participants. Another moment
where this became increasingly clear is during the privilege walk, where we were literally ‘positioned’
in relation to each other (Appendix E, day 2).
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COMPARING – By positioning myself in a certain place, I was comparing myself to other people’s
capabilities or perceived characteristics. This process does not only occur during the first couple of
days of the QuestTrek but is constantly ‘working’. However, the first couple of days the ‘comparing’
to others mostly deals with the life experiences in the coach group. It is strongly connected to
positioning in the sense that in order to ‘interpret’ my position in relation to others, it is necessary to
compare certain personal characteristics or experiences. During the QuestTrek, it mostly relates to
questions such as: are the others better at hiking than I am? Am I ‘on track’ when it comes to life
experience? How can I become better at my strong suits when I look at the coaches and their talents?
Comparing strongly correlates with negative judging of capabilities or characteristics of the self and
can be found in several parts of the personal experiences listed in my diary (i.e. the feeling of being a
‘fraud’ during the hike, Appendix E).
TRUSTING AND SHARING – The program of Mountain Child Care is centred around trusting ‘the
Other’, which is prepared for by sharing experiences through the ‘talking stick’, the first activity of
sharing life stories, the blindfolded walk and the trust fall. In my personal experience, I felt safe (in the
group) after the trust fall, which meant it was more a bodily experience than something that happened
through sharing (personal) stories. When looking at the ways I was relating to the Nepali participants,
the first couple of days I was very much focused on talking with them about what they like or dislike,
trying to get to know them, but after the first day I realized that talking about feelings might be the
obstacle in the first place. For example, the second day, after the blindfolded walk, I hiked down the
hill with Nagendra and he started talking about his future plans.
ENCOURAGING AND SUPPORTING – I felt supported and encouraged by the others during the trek in
several ways. I literally felt ‘carried’ during the trust fall and during the hiking up Mangengot (Appendix
E, day 2 and day 3). There was encouragement in terms of listening to others’ stories: Gerard, Evelien
and Marije were asking questions during life stories. Mark was encouraging me in the sense that he
was trying to figure out what I felt at times. Furthermore, the fire ritual and the acknowledgements
were aiding in realizing talents or positive characteristics of the self (Appendix E, day 3).
TOUCHING AND HUGGING – this personally relates to my own values in the sense that I have always
been a person that appreciates a hug here and there: physical touch is important to me in personal
relationships. Hugging each other was more common than I was used to in the Netherlands. A pat on
the back or holding each other during exercises was quite normal, (i.e. holding hands, having an arm
over the other person’s shoulder etcetera). The role of this in the program seemed to relate closely to
trusting others and letting them ‘in your space’.
RELATION TO THE SELF
Looking at this initial overview of my experiences during the QuestTrek, there are some underlying
processes going on that are worth elaborating upon. The first is, what I call, over-reflectiveness, which
seems to stem from being both a researcher and a participant during the trek. The prologue in
Appendix E offers a small insight into how I felt to be existing in two places, thinking back and forth to
the future and past. The first two days I had been extra self-aware or self-conscious about if I should
be on the trek and what it would bring me or my research. After the initial two days, this process
continued in a different direction: as our coach group was a big support and we were all very into the
trek, I was reflecting on myself and my talents and weaknesses continuously (Appendix E, day 3-5).
Aside from this, reflecting on myself happened in a different manner which concerns ‘seeing’ selfrejection when it occurred and how it went about. Self-rejecting can be seen in several moments
during the QuestTrek, mostly when it comes to comparing the self to others i.e. in hiking and trekking
capabilities, others’ personal development process. However, self-rejection also occurred in those
moments that I was alone or not directly relating to others (Appendix E, day 5). A vivid example is the
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silence walk, where I felt the fear of getting lost but at the same time there was a voice of rejection
that undermined and judged the fear (“you are not allowed to feel scared”, “why would you feel like
this? Others are not scared at all”). One of the ways that ‘seeing’ the process of self-rejection more
clearly was through mirroring from the staff, I remember a moment in which I had told Mark about
one of my dreams, in which I ‘blamed’ him and Marije for talking badly about the QuestTrek. He
reflected on this by offering that these might be the voices of my own. To summarize, aforementioned
examples concern recognizing the voice of the inner critic.
The flipside of the aforementioned process can be summarized as self-affirmation. During the
QuestTrek, these two processes were continuously ‘battling’ in my head. One of the ways I was
affirming myself was through literally writing this down, examples are showing love also for the things
that did not go well or that I am worthy of love (Appendix C.3). The realization of the love I can give to
others is also another interesting experience during the QuestTrek, as others were affirming my worth.
I came into a process of affirming my own feelings and thoughts, to let them come and go and not
judge them. An example is when I was feeling ill and I respected and affirmed my own feeling by
staying in bed (i.e. when I felt ill on day 5, or when I stood on the mountain at Chipling, day 2, see
Appendix E).
5.1.

WALKING THE WALK: INDICATIONS OF CHANGE AND THE ROLE OF NATURE

In the following two subsections, the youths’ relation with the self is discussed and how the different
activities of the QuestTrek shaped the understanding of themselves. The role of the natural
environment and different settings during the trek are closely related to how the youngsters reflect
upon themselves- and their talents and limitations. Section 5.1.2. goes deeper into the role of Nature
in this self-discovery process. After section 5.1, the paragraphs under 5.2 discuss the role of the others
on the trek during activities and how this interrelates with personal development processes.
Furthermore, it looks at how stories about the youths’ lives outside of the trek come back during
activities on the trek. It is expected that the role of engaging with other people inside, and outside, of
the trek is linked to how the Nepali youths think- and feel about themselves. The analysis in chapter
6 points to what the different individual- and group experiences meant in terms of how the youths
talk about their future. The chapter elaborate upon possible future narratives, and analyzes wat the
roles are of different components and underlying mechanisms of the QuestTrek as a practice (as
identified in the followings sections) in terms of the youths’ self-understanding and personal
development.
5.1.1. GETTING TO KNOW ONESELF
There are two ways in which the QuestTrek aids in gaining a clearer picture of oneself. Firstly, through
both group activities (rock or water, sharing life stories and talking about core talents) and solo
activities (the silent walk), self-reflection and self-compassion is encouraged. Secondly, using this
section sheds light on what the Nepali youngsters gained from these experiences and concludes how
it shaped their understanding of personal talents and limitations.
5.1.1.1. Self-reflecting and self-compassioning
“We can't think like that at [the] house, because it’s really crowded, somebody comes over and we don't get time
to think about it. But in the mountains, we are alone and we get time and we get chance to know about ourselves.
When I was walking I was thinking about my future and what I will do and what's my feelings, and what my interests
are. And I got the answer from my own heart, not by others pressure, not by others’ saying, I can hear myself”
(Pramiti, interview December 2018).

The QuestTrek offered moments of self-reflection for the participants. One of these activities in which
this was possible, was during the half-day silence walk, where participants were not allowed to talk or
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communicate in a (non-)verbal manner towards others (see itinerary, Appendix D). Other selfreflective activities concern “rock or water”, the fire ritual and energy-givers/takers (itinerary,
Appendix D). Table 12 shows differing levels of the youngsters’ self-reflection during the QuestTrek.
Table 12: Levels of self-reflection among participants of the QuestTrek, edited by author, 2018

Signification and example of self-reflection of participant

Ascending self-reflection

Symbolization of what rock and water means (in general).
Example: feeling the moment and going with the flow means water (Amit, 2018)

“Rock or water” symbolism

The participant feels the need and want to speak to others during the silence walk. It is
very difficult for this person to stay silent.
Example: she was really silent and she cannot talk with anybody (translator about
Rashmi, 2017)
The participant is thinking about their home town or their friends and family at the child
home.
Example: I thought about my house, what's going there? Is everybody missing me?
(Pramiti, 2017)
The participant has certain ideas or questions that “come to them” during the silence
walk, they try to solve these issues in their minds.
Example: questions are coming in mind and he is taking, taking the time for thinking on:
how can I solve that problems? (translator about Sejun, 2017)
The participant can reflect on what their weak points are and how to deal with these
habits.
Example: [bad habit] saying tomorrow and doing that thing. I wrote that thing, but it's
really difficult to leave in a short period of time, it takes time (Nirjhar, 2018)
What it means to act from ‘water’ energy or ‘rock’ energy for the participant.
Example: More water, I can flow easily to everyone, I can share my feelings to everyone
(Nagendra, 2018).

The want and need to talk to
others during silence walk

Being able to see nuances in what the participant is able- and would like- to do in the
future, reflection on the idea of silence for the self.
Example: when I was walking, I was thinking about my future and what I will do and
what's my feelings, and what my interests are. And I got the answer from my own heart,
not by others pressure (Pramiti, 2017)

Thinking about their home,
family and friends
Questions in the mind and
heart, solving problems by
themselves (confidence)
Thinking about
weaknesses/habits and bad
decisions
“Rock and water signify this
for me personally”
(understanding symbolism of
activity)
Planning future role in life,
seeing use of quiet time:
being able to hear inner voice

From looking at the gradations in self-reflection capabilities, it reveals that the youths firstly focus on
“doing the exercise right” in the first two of levels and move more towards thinking about their home
context. The latter levels focus on ‘hearing’ the heart and their feelings, trying to solve issues by
themselves; towards realizing “who they are” and what their “good and bad sides” are. Being able to
see the symbolism of the water/rock exercise fits with this, as the youngsters are asked to think about
what kind of energy they ‘operate from’ towards others. Lastly, the youths took the time to think
about what they want to become in the future and reflect on the role of silence and quiet time for
their personal development.
The silence walk was an important vehicle to give space the youngsters space for self-reflection,
because of the alone time. Of the three females in this study, Rashmi did not reflect upon the role of
solitude during the silence walk. She mostly found it difficult to not be able to talk to others, meeting
up with her best friend Pramiti here and there. Neera (the youngest of the group with her 16 years
old), however, had been used to walking alone in forests near her home during childhood, not seeing
this activity as something extraordinary. Pramiti was deeply touched by the exercise, although her and
Rashmi had been chatting later on during the activity (Appendix C.2, field notes, 3-12-17). Generally,
after reaching the halfway point of the silence walk, I saw focus and attention on self-reflection fade.
I recall during the walk that I was frustrated hearing some participants talk to their friends or the
coaches (Appendix C.2.). Later on, I realized how it might be a ‘cultural’ thing to have conversations
all the time, the youngsters are coming from a social context in which they are always surrounded by
either peers, social workers, teachers, friends or family (see Appendix E, diary).

51

Of the five male youths, three reflected on the role of solitude and silence for their well-being and
spiritual development. Some shared that the silence was something they enjoyed, as nobody was
talking and that they could think quietly about themselves during the walk. Being able to let go of the
idea that you ‘have to’ talk, and feeling comfortable in silence, is something that only a couple of
youths could do. The realization that this was not only a rule that should be adhered to, but a
mechanism that could aid in listening to the heart or intuition is central here (see also figure 12, last
level):
“There is silence and we are getting walk, we are walking without sound […] there is no one, from
nobody sound, nobody's sounds. Only sounds of the nature, environments and the bird. I can, I can feel
the environment yeah. The nature of sound, the birds were singing, beautiful listening” (interview
Chitavake, December 2017)
“It gives a lesson to [us] when always time we are not, we are not being together with other people
and sometimes we become alone and other times we [are not].” […] I felt complete […] in the ways of
silence” (interview Sejun, December 2017)
“In our mind, I feel high, when we feel the nature, in our minds there are so many questions that can
you know? That can find some ideas, for our, for our future role, for our life so it is really important that
we are quiet some days” (interview Nirjhar, December 2017)

Moreover, the majority of participants that said they also felt uncomfortable with being silent during
the half-day solo walk11 (figure 12, page 10, level two). The youths that reported they could see the
solo-walk as being useful for themselves, were among the ones that offered a reflection upon their
personal limitations or, as they call them, ‘bad habits’ (table 13).
Table 13: QuestTrek participants' reflections on personal limitations, edited by author, 2018

Participant name

Reflection on limitations

Sejun

“Greediness and I think about the greediness, yeah. Greediness makes me very back, back to
get success, and one thing, I… sometimes I am getting the nice things and I am, I am making me
myself greediness yes. I can do. Nobody can do and sometime coming with me. And now I
totally discarded that greediness.”
Translator about participant: “He’s thinking about this day, like things making him, which
making him backwards, making him, he is thinking about “hopeless” […] when he loses
something he gets failed in something, that he became hopeless, that he cannot do, yes, that
kinds of things, that kinds of things he’s thinking, all the half day of silence. […] For example, he
has an exam, yes? But he did really work to pass that exam but he didn’t pass that exam, so he
is very hopeless that “I cannot pass the exam next time.”
“Like I used to say things like: like I am gonna do… I am going to finish these things today, but I
find something interesting to do then I leave that things very easily. And they will go so...”
“When I was small I was always thinking negative all the time, if somebody said something
negative about me, I think like.. if two of them were talking there about me I will… I should
think positive, I am thinking negative like they might think something bad about me they might
have said something about me. So, I think I used to think negative all the time so I let it go, and
now I think positive”
“I have a habit that, I will do, I have the habit that I will do tomorrow. I forget doing that thing
so. […] [fire ritual reflection:] saying tomorrow and doing that thing. I wrote that thing, but it's
really difficult to leave in a short period of time, it takes time.”

Chitavake

Nagendra

Nirjhar

Nagendra expressed that he wrote in his diary at the end of day: the silence walk led him to believe
he “is always running through [his life]”, not focusing on his own plans and goals, a habit he is now
11

An illustrative quote from the extraverted Amit (interview, February 2018): I had trouble about yeah… at that time, other
time I used to talk to others, so it did not, so I did not think about others. But I decided then no one was talking. […] I was
like, I was thinking if I had some phone I could listen to music and like […]
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trying to amend. Moreover, he expressed he felt he is always ready to help his friends when they ask
him. Nagendra’s main fear during the silence walk was, as he recalled, others thinking and speaking
negatively about him (table 13). Pramiti was not focused on her limitations during the silence walk,
although afterwards she talked about how her anger issues have withheld her from growing12. She
also reported that she feels less ‘lazy’, as she now offers help to her mother in the household more
often (interview with Pramiti, December 2017). Two youths, Sejun and Nirjhar, expressed that the
silence walk made them think a lot, trying to gain answers to questions that they have been ruminating
about13 (see earlier quotes, pp. 51-52). It can be debated whether the silence walk has made them
overthink their ideas or their limitations, the same can be said from Nagendra’s limitation of putting
emphasis on other peoples’ opinions about him.
What does this mean for the youngsters’ personal development? It either points to an overall
acceptance of oneself, or toward looking at “bad habits” through a magnifying glass and diminishing
the value of one’s talents. The next section will go further into personal qualities and weaknesses that
the youths assign to themselves.
5.1.1.2. Recognizing and developing talents
According to the participants, they found out and developed their talents during the QuestTrek. These
are listed in table 14. There is a difference found between “seeing what is already there” and changing
behaviour. The distinction between these two has to do with indicators of change after the QuestTrek
and processes during the QuestTrek. Chitavake and Nagendra, for example, noted that they see their
childhood passions coming back now, for Chitavake that is his mechanical aptitude, being able to fix
televisions, radios and mobile phones14. Nagendra says he always enjoyed leading other people (see
table 3), for example by being soccer captain for their local team or asking others to do chores for him.

Table 4 lists both the awareness of qualities that the youths mentioned, as well as what they said
about the qualities they developed as a result of the QuestTrek. Looking at the left-side column, more
than half the participants have mentioned that they feel they are friendly to- and can connect easily
with- other people (Nagendra, Amit, Pramiti, Sejun, Neera), three (Pramiti, Sejun, Nirjhar) feel they
are good at helping and encouraging others, whereas Amit said he can be a good listener.

12

Pramiti (interview, December 2017): “I used to uh get angry very fast [laughs] and uh now I really control my anger and
whenever they say anything I say: “okay!” [shrugs] and I let it go by smiling, so they say: “you’ve really changed now!””
[laughs]
13
Sejun (interview, December 2017): “And anything on my heart: what can I do? How can I fight, what should I do? That
question is coming and how can I [solve] some type of the problem, some type of the question coming at that time.” Translator
about Sejun: “Questions are coming in mind and he is taking, taking the time for thinking on: how can I solve that problems?”
14
Chitavake (interview, December 2017): “From the childhood I was excited, excited to do to make electric things, which was
broken yes I used to make, from this day also I used to make that things which are broken, which are not working. […]. “Yes,
I made also a radio, a mobile, television.”
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Table 14: Talent recognition and indications of positive behavioural change processes, created by author, 2018

Awareness of qualities

Indication positive behaviour change

“I am able to talk to, be friendly toand connect with others” (5/8)

“I cooperate with others” (2/8)

“I can encourage and help others”
(3/8)

“I am trustworthy and I trust others” (3/8)

“I listen to others” (1/8)

“I express my feelings towards others”
(3/8)

“I am good at leading others” (2/8)

“I can express myself in front of a group of
people” (3/8)

“I am a problem solver” (1/8)

“I do not talk negatively about others”
(1/8)

Furthermore, Nirjhar (interview, February 2018) reflected on his problem-solving skills and being a
good (future) leader:
“I can easily communicate with others, and also I am a great leader and I can take problems easily. Like
if there come any problems in my life then I can take [them on] easily. So, this problem comes in my
life: how can I solve this? I am not too much worried about that, in the sense of being sad, and [I am]
trying to find the solution.”

All eight participants said that they feel their confidence has grown as a result of the QuestTrek. More
importantly, they related their confidence with feeling more comfortable to engage with others,
either with strangers or their friends and family. For all the participants, knowing now that they are
able to talk about their feelings and thoughts to others, means the obstacle to open up is
‘neutralized’15. A number of processes are contained within their growing confidence to talk to others.
Firstly, one aspect of developing this quality has to do with the knowledge that one has the ability to
change. During the interviews with the youngsters, there have been multiple times that they said they
were surprised they could change themselves16. Secondly, knowing that other people are listening and
responding positively when they talk about feelings and thoughts helps advance the youths to share
more17. This, in turn, has to do with the trust that other people will not hurt the person in question.
Lastly, the confidence to talk to others is strongly related to speaking in front of a group. A ‘learning
by doing’ approach was a common way of describing the development of this skill. During the first day
of the QuestTrek, the youngsters had the opportunity to remember their childhood and talk about the
feelings they had or have when it comes to their past. Recognizing these emotions and being able to
15

Illustrative examples of the relation between feeling more confident and expressing feelings and thoughts to others are:
Pramiti (interview, December 2017): “I could feel that I am really friendly and I can easily connect with people. I learned,
whenever in past, whenever I used to talk: I think: should I talk this or not?" I have to think twice, but now when I talk about
my feelings I am really confident about it.”
Translator about Rashmi (interview, December 2017): “After QuestTrek she started believing herself and build up confidence,
which she has while talking to the children and teaching in history course, she feels that she is really confident.”
16
Neera (interview, December 2017): “It gave me so much knowledge. And so proud, no but I don't know, I can't think: I get
this much more knowledge, I can't think I believe. I can know: this is for me so proud, so proud for me. Because I can change
me!”
17
For example, as illustrated by Chitavake’s comment (interview, December 2017): “I have learned many things that I can
have, I can have good contact with my friends, mutual understandings, trust other people […] they respond good, good
comments.”
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express them to others in their coach group was, to the youths, sometimes difficult, either because
they felt shy or awkward1819. On the other hand, sharing life stories helped to gain trust and mutual
understanding:
“This time, I don't know how to trust others, I don’t know but I go there, I trust now. This is for
confidence, how to speak in mass, this is my first, and others listen” (interview Neera, December 2018).
“Before she doesn't know that she has [the] confidence talking for all the mass. And going [on] the
QuestTrek, she feels that she is very confident in front of the mass, and [that] she's really helpful”
(translator about Rashmi, interview, December, 2018).

What does the aforementioned say about the ways that youths see themselves? For the Nepali
youths, the engagement with other people seems to be engrained within their self-image, in the sense
that it says something about how their values are characterized. For example, the fact that these are
the qualities mentioned by the youths, says that they value being seen as cooperative, trustworthy,
easy-going, expressive, and having a positive attitude (among other possible labels). This process is
further exemplified when we look at the first column of table 14: in four out of five themes of
individual qualities, the youths attributed to themselves positive ways of engaging with other people
(i.e. “I listen well”, “I encourage others”). It should, however, be said that there were differences
between the youths from Organization 3, and the ones from Organization 1 and Organization 2.
Amongst the first group, they youths were less focused on the relation with others, and more on the
ways that they developed themselves (postponing less, learning Spanish, having problem-solving
skills) in comparison to the male and female adolescents from Organization 1, and Neera from
Organization 2, who all seemed to possess more of the ‘traditional Nepali’ values, such as
togetherness, gratitude and interdependence (Manne, 2011).
Moreover, Nagendra and Nirjhar were also the ones that reflected upon the ways that their individual
talents would fit their preferred future job20. In contrast, the social worker Sachyam from Organization
3 observed that Amit is quite playful and has difficulty with seriously thinking about his future:
“Before they were like [all over the place]. Now they seem more centered like: “I have to work this, I
have to do this”. Some kids are not like that, like Amit, he’s too active, he’s good with his body. Like he
takes everything as a joke, like that. The other kids they are serious.”

Thus, in general, for most the youths, it was difficult to describe their talents and connect these with
something that they would like to do as a job in the future. To conclude, this given is closely related
to the ways that adolescents connect their qualities to a) what other people think and feel about them,
and b) how they could serve others (see also footnote 15). Through group experiences, such as sharing
life stories and the fire ritual, participants and coaches from the QuestTrek group can respond to the
individuals’ stories about themselves by offering compliments and new perspectives upon the
individuals’ talents. On the other hand, the silence walk on the third day has a role in letting go of
18

Nirjhar (interview, February 2018): “I don't know about others, but it’s for me, it's hard for me to connect first time and
when we connect, then it is easy to share everything, [it] is my own experience. I don't know about others.”
19
Chitavake (interview, December 2017): “It is difficult for me to talk to Dutch peoples, who are smart but I…” Translator:
“he was really afraid to talk with strange, with other people and […] shy! Like he cannot go in front of them and talk directly.”
Pramiti (interview, December 2017): shared something similar about this: “At the beginning I thought [a] little bit awkward,
it was a little bit awkward to express about my past and to say about my past. I was thinking: "should I really tell or…?" And
when Leeza didi was, the way she was talking, and the way she was interacting with us, made me to share everything with
her. So, I shared everything.”
20
Both youngsters reflected on the connection between their talents and a future job as follows (interviews, February 2018):
Nagendra: “Every day I feel like: one day I am going to be a business man. That's sort of my idea. Like you know, what most
business man do is to lead people.”
Nirjhar: My interest is working [in] the social work sector, I can work with people easily, so it will be more beneficial and
useful for a company or for you, if you hire me. If you hire me then I can work easily and I think it will be more helpful.”
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external perceptions and looking within instead. On the other hand, the group activities aided in
showing current ideas about the self, with others mirroring the image and responding with similar or
other ideas about them, the silence walk gives the individual tools to ‘reset’ the current perception of
the self.
5.1.2. MAKING SENSE OF NATURE BY THE YOUTHS
The following paragraphs discuss the ways that the Nepali youths make sense of their connection toand perception of – the natural environment, and they are divided by two sections. The first
subsection discusses the role of physical and mental challenges in the youths’ perceptions during the
trek. The second section discusses symbolic meanings of Nature for the Nepali QuestTrek participants.
Here, perceptions of the climate and natural characteristics of the mountainous areas are central.
5.1.2.1. Challenging oneself and risking danger during a QuestTrek
One of the main feelings that the youths reported, had to do with the challenge of hiking for six days.
For all of them, it was the first time to go on a hike that took this long. Hiking thus proved to be
challenging for most of the participants. However, throughout the interviews with the youths, there
was a clear variation in answers when talking about how they experienced hiking up the mountains
(figure 7). Moreover, both the idea that the youths were able to do it versus the idea that they could
not were almost mentioned the same amount of times (six versus seven times for all QuestTrek
participants)21. A couple of enthusiasts said that they would have liked to walk and hike more22,
whereas others stated that hiking “got easier” after a couple of days23. Furthermore, between the
more extreme axes of the hiking challenge experience are feelings located such as excitement or
relaxation during the walking of the trek (figure 7).

Let's hike
more!

"I can do
it!"

Exciting!

Relaxing

Gets
easier

Gets
harder

"I cannot
do it"

Figure 7: Variation of hiking perceptions by Nepali QuestTrek participants, edited by author, 2018

One of the main things happening here is the belief of participants if they can or cannot do something,
either because they have never hiked so far before in their life; or because they feel they have the
physical strength to do something or not. From the data, it becomes clear that some of the youths
have gone on the more ‘difficult’ and steep trails together with coach Mark, saying that this proved to
be very difficult for them (i.e. Chitavake, Nagendra, Amit)24. Other trends I noticed during the talks
about the challenge level of the trek, had to do with how the trekking became easier to them after a
couple of days. Some youths connected this with a higher level of stamina. Given the nature of the
mental exercises during the trek, there is also a clear indication that the youths might have been
thinking less about their fatigue or muscle ache after a few days (see also Appendix E).

21

The following illustrative quotes convey the participant’s feeling of fatigue and difficulty during hiking:
Translator about Chitavake (interview, December 2018): “cause the people, he's feeling, he was feeling really tired and he
thought that: "I cannot do, I cannot walk" and by taking the rest from time to time he feels a little bit easy to walk up the hills.”
Nagendra (interview, February 2018): [walking up to 3400m] “so I was with Mark, it was horrible at that time, it was very
hard at that time.”
22
Nirjhar (interview, December 2017): “I think… If we go… further than this, then it will be more enjoyful.” And the translator
about Rashmi: “she would like to do these kinds of trekkings again and again.”
23
For example, Chitavake (interview, December 2017) stated that he has “more energy to walk once from the hiking, I have,
I can increase my stamina to walk.”
24
Kaji, the trekking guide from the staff and employee at Amitayus, has also stated that the “off-road” trips by coach Mark
with the Nepali and Dutch youngsters is rather irresponsible and therefore he does not support it (interview, February 2018).
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One vivid example in which the youths’ competences were tested, was during the blindfolded walk,
where they were also responsible for leading another participant down the road. The following quotes
note the experiences of two QuestTrek participants during the blindfolded walk:
“It was quite difficult for walking by blindfolding […] by heights we did, I cannot see the way, while
walking the walking the, walking the road, there is in some way a stone, one stone, danger road and
we have to walk by carefully in that stone way […] there is a stone between the holes [...] yes you have
to walk carefully” (interview Chitavake, December 2017).
“I felt like everyone was difficult because you know like, while guiding you it was like, your turn was
very going down, but it was a very small path right there, is if anything, like something this much wrong
happened, like… it was very dangerous so I felt like guiding very, guiding was very tough” (interview
Nagendra, February 2018).

Here, the challenge lay in the danger of letting the other fall, either because the road was too steep
or there were loose stones and sand. Danger and risks during the rest trek proved to lie mostly in the
steepness of the mountains.
5.1.2.2. Symbolic meanings of Nature and its characteristics
In differing places during the trek, the youngsters mentioned what nature symbolized for them
personally. During the interviews I conducted with them, I showed pictures of places (forests, planes,
mountain sceneries) that we had seen during the trek, and the youngsters would talk about what the
first things in their mind are when looking at the photos. In general, the Nepali youngsters tended to
use figurative speech regularly, in order to express their thoughts and feelings. An example is Sejun’s
comment on feeling like a kite on the QuestTrek in the aforementioned section. However, it proved
to be difficult to gain insights in the youths’ connection to their environment, to gain an answer to the
question: “what do the natural areas symbolize for you personally?” Essentially, only the older
youngsters were able to relate their feelings to natural areas during the trek. The boys from
Organization 3 used more metaphorical speech than the other youngsters. Nirjhar (interview,
December 2017) said the following about one of the forest pictures that we looked at:
“First thing in my mind, I saw so many problems here, you know? Some trees are bending, some trees
are like… so, I thought that also in nature there are so many problems that we can't imagine, or… some,
some days we can't feel. But also, in our life there might be so many different kinds of problems that
we have to face. Ups and downs the… you can see…ups and downs.”

Nagendra and Amit also used metaphorical speech when it came to attributing value to the natural
environment25. Using pictures to elicit responses from the youngsters proved to be interesting in the
sense of if they remembered the place where the picture was taken. Some found it very difficult to
navigate the place (for example, Chitavake “had never believed it was like this way”). The pictures
where I showed forests and small paths were quite similar to the youngsters, whereas the cultivated
areas with agriculture were easier to remember, youngsters calling these “conservation areas”
(interviews at Organization 1, December 2017). This also has to do with the fact that they said to relate
these places to other areas near their home town or current place of residence. Neera, for example,
related most of the pictures with either a memory of her old family situation or with activities in the
woods when she was younger (cutting grass, getting wood for the fire place et cetera).

25

Nagendra (interview, February 2018): “And it [the environment] keeps signs to the people […] like rays of sun giving, kind
of fresh start, kind of like that.”
Ami (interview, February 2018): “The last point to Nagarkot, it was like there was like snow and other stuff. Like ice and
stuff, and I used to call them: it's a cartoon road. Because like in cartoons the jungle used to be like this, some places dark
some places… they were like cartoon, that is the reason it's the same like it looks like that.
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A frequent sensation mentioned by participants (five out of eight) was feeling refreshed in the
mountains, one participant reflected on the differences between city life in Kathmandu and being in
the mountains. As Chitavake said:
“It is difficult for breath, breathing, in Kathmandu but there is not, there is fresh air. […] There are many
big trees, many jungles in this, in this town are there is not jungle by cutting the forestations like
environmental developments, from there is not good environments, and we cannot find good
environment in this town, in Kathmandu” (interview, December 2017).

Other adolescents mainly commented on the ‘freshness’ of the natural environment and how being
in the mountains aided in feeling space in the mind, bringing “fresh and new thoughts”26. Interestingly,
only the participants from Organization 1 and Organization 2 commented on the difference between
the city life and the freshness of the mountains, as well as on the general idea of feeling more space
to think:
“When I walked this, this small descent and I feel amazing, because I have to think more and more and
more, with my mind and how can I fast this way and this type of thinking coming with me and so I can't
forget this photo” [activity: meditation walk]
“When I am going [on] QuestTrek, at that time I am very fresh and like a kite […] like a kite, flying. […]
when I arrived to Kathmandu, it made I am carrying something in my head and it make me happy”
(interview Sejun, December 2017).

The youngsters from Organization 3 did not mention experiencing nature’s freshness. A possible
reason for this could be that Organization 1 is located in the city of Kathmandu, and Organization 2 is
relatively close to the metropolitan area as well, whereas Organization 3 is located in Surkhet, a
smaller city in a valley of West Nepal. In Surkhet, there might be more ‘fresh air’, as well as more and
better options to be away from the busy streets of the city. Furthermore, the new school of the
organization is located at the foot of a hill near their town. Nirjhar from Organization 3 also mentioned
that the mountain areas did not seem that special to him, as he recalled “it’s normal” to see the
mountains from up close (interview, February 2018).
On the other hand, all the other youngsters commented on the beauty of nature and the mountains:
being able to see the mountains from up close proved to be very special27. Moreover, most of the
youngsters commented on their experiences with seeing or touching ice and snow, a couple of them
never saw natural ice before (Chitavake: “Yes I see ice, but it’s in the fridge”). Being able to touch28
the natural ice and snow, i.e. playing with it or taking the natural ice and using it to cool water
(participant Rohit, see Appendix E, day 3) is related to their experience of the natural environment.
An example of this is posed by Neera (interview, December 2018):

26

For example, Pramiti (interview, December 2017) said the following: “Being in nature was really excited and it brings fresh
thoughts and the environment around us makes us so pure. So, like it is very good, whenever I talk about it I feel really good.
I can't show it, but it is really so much excited and all.”
Neera (interview, December 2017): “In but two-three days I have confidence too, you know I can do, I can do yeah. But my
mind is totally changed, fresh […] and I say: okay, I can do. And I go and trust them yeah, his and I can do.”
Nagendra (interview, February 2018): “After reaching top of the mountain, so relaxed! Like air was coming so, it was… the
air was very perfect, the scenery was actually very perfect. We took a lot of pictures there… We did meditation there. It was
very fun.”
27
For example, Nagendra (interview, February 2018) said: “Ooh. I felt very good because I could see mountains very… When,
when I was here at that point I could see mountains very like, right over there, I was like, I was feeling very I mean very
excited like to see mountains. They are in different shapes, with snow cover, everything was very, it was very beautiful yeah.”
28
An illustrative quote from Chitavake (interview, December 2017): “there is small, small pond like river, that there was uh
freeze […] yes ice! We are playing that ice it is cold, that our hands also freeze by touching the in that ice and we are walking,
walking towards our dinner.”
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“Seven years I didn't see [mountains] but when seven years, I got this new me, yeah. And I like already
see, when I touch the snow I am so proud and I… was so happy. […] And I told my, all my [friends/family],
I go “mamoe, mamoe, mamoe: I touched the snow! I touched the snow!” She is also happy for me
[social worker] this time I am so happy, then I saw the snow.”

Thus, most of the participants remembered and commented on both the cold temperature during the
trek, on seeing and touching ice and snow, and on the ‘specialty’ of seeing the mountains from up
close. What does this say about the youngsters’ perceptions of their environment? Firstly, it can be
said that feeling fresh cold air is something extraordinary when looking at life in the valleys. As most
of the inhabitants live either in the greater Kathmandu Valley, most citizens are used to hot sunlight
(or warm rain in the rainy season), and warm air radiating from asphalt roads. However, as many roads
are still sandy, and not made of concrete or asphalt, the air in lower-regions has a high level of dust
particles in it29 (Shrestha, 2017). As Chitavake (interview, December 2017) said:
“Nature, that was quite good, that is gorgeous nature I can get fresh air. In Kathmandu there is not like
this like their environments, there is most pollutants, that here also comes dust.”

As a result, the youngsters attribute more meaning and value to fresh, cold air in comparison with hot
dusty air that hangs in- and over the cities in Nepalese valleys.
Secondly, the youngsters show a sensitivity towards touching and feeling their environment from up
close (i.e. hearing (bird) sounds30, or smelling rhododendrons, Appendix E, day 3). For example, the
youngsters that live in metropolitan areas also attributed more meaning to seeing the mountains than
those living on the country side (the boys from Organization 3). A related development has to do with
the current smog hanging over Kathmandu. As I was on the plane back to the Netherlands, I engaged
in a conversation with my neighbor saying how much I enjoyed seeing the complete Himalayan
mountain range from above (field notes, 28-2-2018). My neighbor responded with a sad story, saying
that, twenty years ago, when she was living full-time in Kathmandu, she could see the mountain range
from her balcony every morning. Nowadays, citizens in the Kathmandu valley can only see the
mountains from the city when a severe rainstorm temporarily chases away the smog. As prior research
indicated, the city is at an elevation of 1,350 meters, surrounded by mountains and this stops the air
from circulating. Moreover, the problem is worse in winter (also the dry season), caused by so-called
thermal inversion – cold air from the Himalayas stays on the valley floor covered by a warmer layer of
air above (Philip, 2015). This prevents pollutants from dispersing.
Thirdly, the youngsters were in awe with the stark beauty of ‘pure’ nature. Most of the words that the
youngsters used for describing what they saw on the pictures were positive attributes of nature’s
worth: “nice”, “good”, “beautiful”, “gorgeous”, or “I like it”. Furthermore, Nirjhar also saw the need
for the preservation of natural areas:
“We all have to care the nature, without nature in our life… we get everything from nature so, we have
to respect that. We can get everything from the nature, so, in… I don't know how to say” (interview
Nirjhar, February 2018).

29

Yale University’s (2018) Environmental Performance Index ranks Nepal’s air quality the fifth worst (number 176 of 180)
of the world, above India, The Democratic Republic of Congo, Bangladesh and Burundi.
30
Another type of ‘sensing’ from the subsection (5.3.1.1.) on self-reflection concerns the absence/presence of sounds in nature,
as said by the translator about Chitavake (interview, December 2017): “The nature of sound, the birds was singing, beautiful
listening […] when he was walking alone nobody was there and he cannot talk with anybody he listens [to] bird sounds,
different birds are making a different sound and he feels the nature very much.” Here, it concerns ‘feeling’ the natural
environment through the ears.
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What does this say about the youths? This subsection showed that through the QuestTrek, the Nepali
participants got into contact with a different type of climate in the mountains, leading to a renewed
understanding of ‘what the Himalaya mountains are actually like’, including ice/snow and steep trails
through the forests. It also pointed to the role of the trek in challenging oneself and pushing the limits
of the body and mind, as well as how being away from the city and feeling the fresh air helps us think
clearly. To conclude, severing ties with everything that connects us to society should, in the end, not
be the sole purpose of going “into nature”. Looking for ways to be at ease with nature as it is (being it
‘pure’ or not), can only be done as long as we stop and listen to what it ‘says’ back to us 31.
5.2.

MOVING TOWARDS ‘THE OTHER’

The aforementioned subsections have looked into the ways that participants from the QuestTrek
experienced self-reflection and the role of the natural environment in their experiences. Now, we are
moving towards ‘the other’ and the youths’ individual relation with other (groups of) people in their
lives. To understand the role of the QuestTrek in personal development of the youths, it is important
to capture the group experiences of the Nepali participants. The relations that are talked about here
are summarized in figure 8. This is closely related to the bottom half on the relation to ‘the Other’ of
figure 6 at the beginning of this chapter.

Figure 8: Relations between subjects of study, created by author, 2018

Besides the interpersonal relations during the QuestTrek, the youths show a willingness to contribute
to affluence of their family, peers and community, as well as society at large. This is further discussed
in subsection 5.2.2. to gain an understanding of how the youths position themselves within their
familial and societal context.
5.2.1. GROUP EXPERIENCE DURING THE QUESTTREK
What the QuestTrek envisions is that the youngsters feel comfortable with the group and that there
is space for them to develop themselves. According to Mountain Child Care (2017), Theory U provides
them with a set of tools to ‘go deep’ into the self, look at the inner demons and fears, and dismantle
them. The first day revolves around the idea of having an ‘Open Mind’, looking at yourself and hearing
yourself talk about your life experiences, values and scratching upon the surface of your inner
qualities. From the data, it can be seen that an important function during the QuestTrek is to offer
individual- and group support (both in the smaller coach groups, as well as in the whole group, i.e.
during ‘talking stick’-sharing). Furthermore, the Nepali youths pointed to deep emotional connections
that they gained as a result of the QuestTrek. These two themes are discussed below.

31

The discussion in chapter 7 further goes into the theoretical underpinnings of the ‘instrumental’ role of nature in individual’s
lives, discussing what kind of human-nature narrative(s) the QuestTrek as a program exemplifies.
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5.2.1.1. Supporting during the QuestTrek
The second day of the QuestTrek goes deeper, into the heart, and asks participants to let others in
and trust that they will be fine. Figure 9 lays out the different shapes and forms of ‘support’: what
does it mean for the youngsters to receive support from others, and feel ‘dependent’ on this during
different exercises of the trek? What kinds of feelings are related to this? As can be seen from figure
9, there are a couple of QuestTrek activities mentioned by the participants: sharing life stories, the
blindfolded walk and the trust fall (see itinerary in Appendix D).

Encouragement
with hiking

Fear and
relaxation paired
with trust fall

The feeling of being a
family together

Feeling
dependent during
the blindfolded
walk

Mutual trust to share
emotions and life
stories

Figure 9: The different faces of support as told by Nepali QuestTrek participants, created by author, 2018

The colours in the figure further show which theme has been mentioned most and least often (moving
from ‘being a family’ to ‘hiking encouragement’). Thus, what does support from others during the
QuestTrek mean to the Nepali youths? Below, an explanation is given of the role of different activities
and mechanisms during the trek in offering support for the youths, it starts from the second level in
the figure on the blindfolded walk (most mentioned) towards the fifth level: encouragement with
hiking (least mentioned). The most mentioned level, feeling like a family, will be discussed afterwards.
1) The second QuestTrek day starts out with the blindfolded walk and shows the ways that youths
feel comfortable with guiding or following others. Being completely dependent upon another
person elicited feelings of fear32, relaxation33 and excitement34. Some participants took their time,
going carefully and slowly onto the path, others decided to sprint to the finish. This was for
example the case for the duo Amit and Sejun, who, according to Sejun “connected very fast”,
trusting the other person to guide them well across the rocky road35. For most other participants,
the blindfolded walk was a big test for believing in their partner (see Appendix E, day 2).

32

Nirjhar (interview, December 2017): “If you trust totally then we can reach top of the success, from inside also fear you
know? At first, I was scared, and my leader was really great, I totally trust her [Marije] and it's easy for me.”
Translator about Chitavake (interview, December 2017): “Rashmi saw the correct way and he will walk very slowly, but he's
afraid if he will fall or not.”
33
Translator about Rashmi (interview, December 2017) : “while Chitavake is guiding her, she feels really relaxed.”
34
Nagendra (interview, February 2018): “I think I was blinded, I like, you were handling me, I was under your control. I felt
like very excited like I was walking listening, stop, stop.”
35
Sejun (interview, December 2017): “At that time I felt very worse getting very tired, when people give the wrong directions,
I depend to him, he surely gives me the good path. Other time, so I am totally connected that person guiding.”
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Furthermore, believing in oneself and in the capability of guiding the other well was equally
important36.
2) Sharing personal life stories to the (coach) group also leads to interpersonal trust and mutual
support. For example, the coaches and staff created space for the youths to open up about their
feelings: most of the participants from the QuestTrek (6 out of 8) said that they felt happy and
safe to share their feelings to the coaches37. Furthermore, the role of the coaches was to ask
questions and pose solutions to problems that the youths were facing Feeling (and taking up)
space and opening up about thoughts and feelings closely relates to the coach being like a brother
or sister to the youths. Being able to relate life stories of the coaches and social workers led to
being inspired by their life experiences38. Mostly the boys from the QuestTrek group reflected on
the role of coaches to be their inspiration, problem solver and the “question master” (Amit,
interview February 2018). Furthermore, within this group, the youths from Organization 3
reflected more upon the roles of the coaches than those from Organization 1.
3) Feeling a mutual connection- and showing belief- in the other person proved to be very important
for communicating together and making sure both felt safe. The trust fall, later on that day, was
equally difficult39, but relaxing40, for the youths. I noticed the shift in going from feeling afraid to
“let go” to being relieved and relaxed after doing so. It seems that one of the main workings in
creating a safe space during the QuestTrek happens in the moment between feeling afraid to let
go of control completely and realizing others are there to (literally) catch you when you do. Here,
a vital component of letting go of physical control has to do with leaving behind limiting ideas in
the mind about what one can or cannot do (Appendix E, day 1). Both the blindfolded walk and the
trust fall make the participant experience this feeling of ‘letting go’.
4) A final mechanism (besides ‘being a family’) concerns supporting others with hiking and climbing
during the trek. Some youths expressed that boys were quicker and stronger at hiking, and that

36

As Nagendra (interview, February 2018) observed: “I felt like everyone was difficult because you know like, while guiding
you it was like, your turn was very going down, but it was a very small path right there, so if anything, like something this
much wrong happened, like… it was very dangerous, so I felt like guiding [was] very, guiding was very tough.”
37
Illustrative quotes are for example:
Amit (interview, February 2018): “She [Ellen] wants to like, she wants all to listen like our, we had a Organization 3 group so
she wants to learn… she is like hearing my, my, most, Biri dhai and Nirjhar should also be in that. When they are speaking I
should also be like observing that, always like others.”
Sejun (interview, December 2017): “It was not difficult because, first I'm at that time I don't know, I am sharing all the things
and Dilip sir also make that type of environment, to share so I can share all the things with Dilip sure and he gave me the
right… […]”
38
For example, Amit said: “I will give an example of Sakchyam dhai, how he let it go, the things that he managed to leave,
the feeling, it was really, there also… brought me to think how I can get rid of my [bad habits] and Suraj dhai, his studies and
other stuff and beginning, concentration like that” (interview with Amit, February, 2018).
Another example from Nagendra: “Like Ellen's, her history was kind of very inspiring. Because many kinds of interesting
things happened, like something, I know the history actually she, she, after like she was [a] very good volunteer, she lived in
like season. After like her boyfriend broke up, she left everything, she [didn’t] listen to anyone. She like let all of the things
on her way and... she did a lot of things by herself” (interview Nagendra, February 2018).
39
Sejun (interview, December 2017): at that time, I am feeling like unconscious […] I am going to fall then, totally dependent
[…] he was feeling very afraid to fall down in the volunteer arms […] I am totally dependent to others and will they catch
me?
40
Translator about Rashmi (interview, December 2017): “A little bit afraid while going to fall down […] after falling down,
she feels really relaxed.” Nagendra: “It was very kind of, very relaxing. Falling free, I didn't think of anything. I was just
falling free totally. It was really exciting yeah. I've falling in people's arms, they were like holding me here and there, all just
[makes humming noise] kind of relaxing.”
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they walked with the girls some days to talk and make the hiking easier for them41. This also relates
to the days where Mark took a smaller group of participants towards a steeper trail, where the
youths had to help each other up the mountain42.
Here I further illustrate the role of different activities throughout the QuestTrek, and how the ‘face of
support’ changes with the QuestTrek day. There is a clear divide between different parts of the
QuestTrek, as the first day is about sharing life stories by the youths (‘letting it all out’), and the second
and third day go deeper into the ‘U’: the activities that take place are less based on gaining new
insights but about finding out what is ‘already there’. This means that the role of the coach significantly
changes throughout the six days in terms of being a support to the youths. The fourth day, for
example, started looking at how the talents we already have can provide us with tools to reach our
goals. This meant ‘seeing where you want to go’. The coach took a more active role by asking “tough”
questions, aiding the participants in thinking of possible ways to use their talents. This can also be
exemplified by the activities “Walk of Life” and “Prototyping Plans” (see itinerary in Appendix D, day
4). During these two activities, it was clear that in order to gain a sense of how to execute our plans,
we had to get as ‘concrete’ as possible43 As Nagendra and Amit said about their coach Ellen:
“Like if I asked something, she answered immediately, what will I do after 2 years? She immediately
thought of something new, like yeah. Because like, asking lots of questions yeah and like if she finished
one, immediately another…. She was very [...] she was very enjoyable” (interview, Nagendra, February
2018).
“It was really good, they were asking all so many questions […] a lot of questions of what I have like if I
answered something, they would have ready 2-3 questions. […] Question master! She [Ellen] had
questions after questions” (interview Amit, February 2018).

Altogether, the main atmosphere that was described by the youths was the feeling of being a family
together, calling the others brothers or sisters and teachers44. The support and encouragement - from
a family sphere - talked about here concerns the ways that the youths can discuss their feelings, and
learn from the staff- and participants’ life stories. Furthermore, it means ‘letting go’ of physical control
during the blindfolded walk and trust fall and allow another person to guide them. Lastly, support
signifies encouraging words and backing each other up when going up the mountain gets tough.
5.2.1.2. Connecting emotionally during a QuestTrek
As the section on support mechanisms has observed: support for- and by another person during the
QuestTrek is oftentimes exemplified by being able to relate to other’s feelings. Being able to ‘literally’
feel each other’s pain was oftentimes named by the youths i.e. “his story really touched me”, “their
stories were heart touching” (interviews with respectively Pramiti, Nirjhar; December-February 2018).
Thus, another way of relating to others during the QuestTrek has to do with feeling a certain heart
connection with other participants. A connection that is not explicable, which “just clicks”:

41

An illustrative quote by Amit (interview, February 2018): “Boys were very active I guess, at the end of the place they were
going very fastly. But uhm, I think girls are a little, they were having hard times, because they have [not] done that kind of
thing before.”
42
Nagendra (interview, February 2018): “And we were running, here and there! […] Evelien, she was also doing pretty good!”
43
Chitavake (interview, December 2017): “[Suraj] was telling me about: what is your aim and what is my aim, and what will
be and what we have this struggle we had and we have to struggle. […] this coach asking: what will you do to become like to
fulfill your aim? And he replied that: I have to complete first my study, then I have, I have to forward, forward in my own path
to become a mechanical engineer.”
44
Contributing descriptions were “feeling like a baby” (in case of the trust fall), “make one unity”, “I am totally dependent to
them” and giving each other nicknames (interviews with respectively Pramiti, Sejun, Chitavake and Nirjhar/Amit, December
2017- February 2018).
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“I felt you very friendly, cause from the day we met, it was like very close, like we are talking with each
other in a simpler way [to researcher]” (interview Pramiti, December 2018).
“I think, Barun. We don't know why we connected, but we were like, he we don't know but we were
together like all the time together. He was really, like, when he talks he used to talk in such a way that
he makes us like… while talks I feel like really know like... laughing and smiling! Because he talks very
kind of different, but in morning I was with him. He was really fun as well, he was kind of... I don't know
but...” (interview Nagendra, February 2018).

Here, the role of the coach in creating a safe sharing space is crucial and points to the ways that the
youngsters feel comfortable in making “heart-to-heart connections”. Amit and Nirjhar from
Organization 3 did not speak about these types of connections. As some said: being able to relate to
others that have had similar life experiences, losing their parents for example, by feeling others’ pain,
the participants get to know each other on a deeper level45. Something that struck me during the first
day of the QuestTrek is that the lack of distraction (i.e. phones and social media) and the ‘active
movement’ during telling our stories, contributed to a ‘heightened listening mode’, a setting in which
there was optimal focus, almost like a funnel through which we could hear each other speak. How an
instant feeling of connectedness comes into being might be too difficult to explore here, also for the
sake of this thesis’ argument. What does compassion and connectedness mean here? Looking back at
the section on self-reflection (5.3.1.1.) it might be necessary to revise the ways that self-compassion
has been talked about.
The next subsection goes further into the participants’ relations with their familial and community
environment.
5.2.2. THE LARGER CONTEXT: CHANGING RELATIONS WITH THE COMMUNITY
As the research considers the changing family, community and societal context, the ways that
participants relate their personal development to the cultural context is emphasized here. One of the
ways that relationships with the youths’ cultural and social context is theorized, is by looking at
‘person-context’ relations (Lerner et. al, 2003). Furthermore, this research is grounded in looking at
changing relations between units of analysis (chapter 3) and borrows this in part from the
developmental systems theories (Lerner, 2002). It became clear from the data that most participants
felt strongly connected to their “past lives” and the people from this time. The next section discusses
how this process of looking back worked out during the QuestTrek.
5.2.2.1. Connecting with the home town
One of the key mechanisms underlying the QuestTrek has to do with ‘looking back’ and ‘looking
forward’, not just with the ‘mind’ by discussing possible future paths, but also by becoming aware of
emotional triggers to social situations. This section takes as a lens the relations of participants with
important people from their past and present, and how they incorporate other’s advice into
(de)constructing their future. As the QuestTrek starts with telling stories about our past, participants
tried to make sense of how they have gotten to where they are now. From there, activities during the
trek aid in visualizing a future (context) in which the participant feels they belong.

Participants have shown a number of ways that they still feel connected to their roots, either through
past relations with friends or family, or by thinking about the natural surroundings and other
45

As Nagendra shared: “Their stories were related to my story actually. It's kind of similar story, so their stories like, their
histories were very heart-touching so I, I learned many things from them like, never giving up hope, like others struggling, but
no matter what, like, I learned a lot of statements from them. Lots of ideas, I think. As well, they learned something from me.”
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characteristics of their home town. One of the ways that some of the participants feel about their
home village, is the idea that the people there are backwards. Furthermore, some of the participants
talk about their past family life and how it felt to grow up without love from parents and siblings. Table
15 lists a number of answers from the youths.
Table 15: Relating (back) to the home town by the QuestTrek participants, edited by author, 2018

Participant
Nirjhar
Neera
Nirjhar

Neera

Translator
and
Chitavake

Observed relations of participants with the home town
“In our village, people are superstitious, they are spiritual and I know more than them, so some days
once in a year I used to go there, and... I see so many, you know, different kinds of problems.
“Up to 8 years I cannot get any love and I can't get nicely love. Nobody cared me. I don't ever wear nice
clothes and always broken clothes I am wearing a lot, and all are wearing nice clothes and this time I also
like, I always wear like these clothes. But this time nobody gives me, no.”
“It's like my own experience, when I lost my mom there was father. Who took care me and at that time
I was so crying and my father, there was my father and who took care about me. At that times, I cried
more and more, so later I lost my father too, my father too. So, there was no one” (interview with
Nirjhar, February, 2018).
“My brother always beat me when in my childhood. Because he cannot give me freedom in my
childhood. Always I do all work, work I can do. All, all, all, all. And he is so… he beat me always there
[shows arms] and I always cry and he comes and goes: my sister, and I will give you five rupees! […] And
now when I come Organization 2 [child home] they give me nice clothes and, in all years, in the main
festival we go shopping.”
“He has a connection with a friend but he has, a little bit low in his studies, but now he has that one bad
friend […] he has a friend like a bad friend, who has a bad habit so he doesn’t have to say anything for
that”

Looking back to life in the home town aided in constructing a story about ‘what it was like’. The youths
made a comparison with the present, by positing how their current life at the child home differs from
their “past life” (as said by a number of participants) in terms of emotional pain and (dysfunctional)
relationships with friends and family46. The main other characteristics that connect the youths with
their home town concern the natural environment47, as well as pollution or lack thereof48. The
changing environment of the home village in terms of pollution (plastics, fumes from trucks) is
discussed, which was seen similarly on walking paths during the QuestTrek.
5.2.2.2. Positive impact-making
Participants also ‘put themselves’ back in their home town by expressing the desire to contribute to
affluence of its peoples. This desire is strongly related to using skills from their future job. To the
youths, it is important to contribute to something greater than themselves. Furthermore, the
QuestTrek and its program leaves space for thinking about the question of contributing to wellbeing
of their families back in their home town by asking questions about this during the coaching
activities49.

46

Neera (interview, December, 2017): [during the meditation walk] this is with my mom, I was… my mom catches me and
cares [for] me and I was crying, crying a lot. And mom say: playing [with] me. I remember my friend [from old village].
47
Neera (interview, December, 2017): […] down river and I see my home, and I also come like this way and also my same,
my home. Yes, when I carry the grass and wood. And I go with cutting grass and I also go up like this tree and cutting grass.
[…] when I was a child, I cut everything in this hand. […] [about waterfall] so big, big, I see already. And when child I go
like, this one, this… I go inside and swimming and I catch the fish, so many in my home town.”
48
Nirjhar (interview, February, 2018): “No, it is very clean […] in my village. Nowadays, there is, we can find, the plastics,
like noodles paper. This year. But 5-6 years ago, it's really difficult, because the road was not there you know? But only, we
used to eat the things that we grow in our village, so. It's not that much polluted before.”
49
Nirjhar (interview, February, 2018): “After the third day the only questions was in my mind, was like, you know? How can
I bring change in my community? So, I was only, most of the time I was thinking about that question. Also, slow walk, I was
thinking that question. […] I was just thinking about the question and thinking about my village and thinking about their ideas,
how can I change? How can I bring change?”
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“I will develop my place. My village is so undeveloped because I know everything. […] I will get the nice
education. […] I want to be a health assistant. […] everywhere I want to help. I already told them
because my home town is so undeveloped.” (interview Neera, December, 2017)
“The dilemma [QuestTrek activity] was studying law or political science. So, from that I decided to study
law because if I know everything related about law and it will be much easier to work in this society.
Because no one can say that you were wrong or you are doing this and this, if I study law then I know
more, about the law so I can walk easily and I can say that "it's right, it's wrong". It will be more useful
for the society and for my confidence.” (interview Nirjhar, February, 2018)

It must, however, be said that the coaches’ emphases on social impact making can solely be found in
certain groups with Nepali youths, as individual approaches of the Mountain Child Coaches differ. Half
of the youths also mentioned they want to contribute to well-being of the family members they
currently live with, either through doing chores for their parents50 or earning money to support them
financially51. The QuestTrek gave the participants the opportunity to think more about what they want
to use their skills for, and a couple of youths discussed how their thinking process was influenced by
the silence walk. During the walk, Neera, Nirjhar and Pramiti said to decide upon changing their
familial environment and their home community, for the better.
“In [the] silent walk there were questions related about: what you have known that you can express in
the society, so. Those questions really made me to do something and to think about something, that…
in our village, people are superstitious, they are spiritual, and I know more than them, so some days,
once in a year, I used to go there and... I see so many you know, different kinds of problems. So, if I say:
it's not right, don't do that, don't do this, then people are angry with me, and they made like I am
strong. So, I think if I… from that I thought that I should do something different and I should change, I
should bring change in the society” (interview Nirjhar, February 2018).
“If I would be a nurse, then I will be a nurse. Then I can go in rural areas and I can help people in their
health, which is we know: "health is wealth" so improving their health will be more better. I don't want
to see people suffering so that case, and my own dream to be a nurse and to help others. Yeah, I can't
see old people do the things by themselves (interview Pramiti, December 2017).

Not only through the silence walk, but also during the dilemma exercise (see Appendix D for the
itinerary) the youths were triggered to get a sense of direction of their lives. By hearing the sides of
two different future jobs and studies they could do in the future, the youths are ‘looking into’ their
future lives. What is it that makes them come alive?52 The beginning of chapter 6 elaborates upon
different future narratives that illustrate how the youths’ think about their future.
To conclude this subsection about the youths’ relations to friends and family, as well as their role in
making a positive contribution to society: some of the youngsters reflected upon their lives in their
home villages and the role they see for themselves in helping the citizens there. This shows that the
youths have the urge to do something for their fellow men and women, either through helping their
50

Pramiti (interview February 2018): “When my mother sent me some things, some work to do, I get really laziness and when,
now when my leg is this, she doesn't ask me to work […] bit I say” "Mommy, it will be very difficult to do, can I help you?"
and that word makes my mother so good. […] Now I am asking her to help.”
Neera (interview December 2017): “I will look [after] my family members and what they can do, and what they need help for
me, my side.”
51
Sejun (interview December 2017): “I can get to earn more and more earn money and we can support my family, the food
and...”
52
Neera (interview, December 2018) shared her experiences: “I will develop! I can develop and I will give the name and fame
for my hometown. It was nice [the dilemma] and I will, I choose right. I want to be a health assistant. […] everywhere I want
to help. Because they are, I already told them, because my home town is so undeveloped. […] If I can organize one like this,
one help post and I can give some medicine for them, because they become the sick. And they are so proud for me, yes. […]
Yes, I will make this, I have to.”
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direct family members or through setting up larger aid actions for others further (literally and
figuratively) away from them. However, to produce “healthy outcomes” for both the community and
larger society, it is necessary that the youths practice having a balanced relationship with both the
self, family and the community. Chapter 6 will provide answers to how the QuestTrek shapes selfunderstanding of the youths, and it develops conceptual models about their consequent futures.
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6. ANALYSIS - QUESTTREK AS A PRACTICE
“I have never tried that before, so I think I should definitely be able to do that.”
-

Pippi Longstocking, by Astrid Lindgren (Lindgren, 2018)

The previous chapter offered the findings of the research. It started out with an initial overview of
how I made sense of what the QuestTrek ‘does’ to a participant. I analysed the type of relations that
were important to my personal development process during the trek: the relation to myself, in
combination with how I felt in different natural settings, and the relation to others during the trek. I
use these relations as a foundation to answer the research questions. The three relations also formed
the basis to talk about the “self-discovery journey” of the Nepali youngsters. This chapter moves
further from the QuestTrek as a bundle of activities and practices, and starts with how the youths see
their future after the QuestTrek. The role of their social contexts and work/life balance is discussed in
6.1.1-6.1.2., as the findings pointed towards their difficulty with prioritizing their own (school)work
over other activities. Moving from the QuestTrek and the youths’ future plans (subsection 6.1.2.), this
study led to the identification of emerging future narratives of the youths (see also figure 6, beginning
of the findings in chapter 5). The narratives point to different subgroups of youngsters within the
group, and how their personalities relate to how they view- and work on- their future.
Furthermore, in subsections 6.2 until 6.4, I aim to explain why and how the trek could help us on this
self-understanding quest, and what the role of Nature and group experiences are in the process. The
aforementioned chapter had a ‘practice’ lens and took a look at the ‘constellations of practices and
activities’ during the QuestTrek to uncover patterns and trends in the ‘types’ of personal development
the QuestTrek offers (Schatzki, 2012). This chapter forms the analysis of how the three relations are
positioned against each other, and what this means in terms of answering the research questions.
Focus lies on understanding the patterns in types of personal development during the trek, what this
means for the ways that the youths shape their future, and which kinds of narratives emerge from
how the youths think and feel about their future.
6.1.

PATH CREATION: SYNERGY OF RELATIONS

Moving from the QuestTrek and past life of its participants leads us towards the ways that youths
construct their present and future life path, with or without the advice of others. As the youngsters
are still in high school or doing college courses, most of the youngsters are thinking towards the future
in terms of which (bachelor) study to do, and where. The QuestTrek functions as a springboard in
which participants start creating a path towards their future self. Thus, this subsection ends with four
emerging ‘future narratives’ of the youngsters.
6.1.1. THE ROLE OF THE CHILD HOME AND OTHERS’ ADVICE
The child home and friends’ and family’s advice are two main influencers when it comes to planning
the future. Pramiti and Sejun talk about Organization 1 and its social workers as a family, for example,
the founder Bina forms a support in reaching their goals (interviews, December 2017). However, as
the youths from Organization 1 are dependent upon foreign donors to continue their studies, the
question remains if they will be able to finish their college or university degree (personal
communication, Bina, February 2018). The risk about foreign donors has to do with the fact that these
donors might withdraw their support once the youths’ grades are falling. This might be the case for
Chitavake, who has been getting bad grades in college lately. Furthermore, as Amit mentions about
Organization 3: the child home functions as a safety net for them, the organization takes care of
searching for a house for them after they leave the home, making sure they don’t pay too much for a
shared flat (interview Amit, February 2018). One of the younger participants, Neera talks about the
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child home in terms of social workers that always chat with her, listening to her stories and taking care
of her emotionally (interview, December 2017).
The QuestTrek provided space to think and feel about the future during the “Walk of Life” and the
dilemma (or black wolves/white wolves for some coach groups). For some of the youths, the dilemma
exercise proved to be difficult in terms of distinguishing what studies or future job is right and wrong
for them personally. When it comes to the opinion of family and friends, Nagendra mentions that his
family from his home town has a clear idea of what he should be doing as studies: accountancy instead
of a business bachelor’s. During the dilemma activity, the two ‘wolves’ represented these study
choices. Having competitive people in the group during the dilemma did not make this process
easier53. In most case, the youths saw the use of listening to other people’s advice for their future
plans, saying that when big decisions come around, friends and family can help them make the ‘right’
choice (Nagendra, Chitavake, Sejun and Amit)54.
6.1.2. PLANNING THE FUTURE
After the QuestTrek, the youngsters write a Personal Development Plan, this is a five-year plan for
their future. The subsection will go into different types of ‘paths’ that the youths from the QuestTrek
have created for themselves. Furthermore, it will go deeper into the choices that some of the youths
have made during the QuestTrek concerning their future studies.
Rashmi – during the QuestTrek, the dilemma Rashmi faced had to do with studying marketing or social
work. In the end of the exercise she decided to study social work after college. At the moment, she is
doing management courses in college, which are the two years after high school. In the end, her goal
is to work with orphan children and listen to their stories and helping them share their feelings
(interview Rashmi, December 2017). During the talks I had with Rashmi, it proved to be difficult to
hear about her plans, she was a bit shy and often let the social worker or her friends do the talking.
Pramiti - From the beginning of the QuestTrek, Pramiti was certain that she will use her talents for a
future nursing career. For example, before her trust fall, Pramiti said she wanted to be a nurse in her
career and she “could feel that when I did like this and I fall, [I] can feel that from my heart yeah, yeah
and I was enjoying that moment.” She said it felt “smooth” to ‘fall into’ her aim. After her college
courses, Pramiti will do a bridge course for which she has an exam before she can start the nursing
school (a ‘senior’s course). This is a study of three years, followed by a year of working at different
health posts and hospitals (interview Pramiti, December 2017). Pramiti is the exact opposite of her
friend Rashmi, she laughs and talks constantly and she is confident that if she works hard then she
‘can do it’. Furthermore, she says that the silence walk helped her gain clarity about her aim, without
having the influence of her friends and family to distract her. She asked the help from the founder
Bina to find out how to become a nurse.

53

As Nagendra (interview, February 2018) said: “I was confused about, I am confused about which bachelor, bachelor in
business or accounting […] they think they have like very, they were very competitive, they are like: everything they say about
like, about the course I am reading. […] I couldn't really choose about what would work, I was like: what am I gonna listen?
Am I going to listen to the left one or the right one? It was very hard choice that time.”
54
Two illustrative quotes by the youths about listening to advice:
Amit (interview, February 2018): “There were some decisions, like there were that we make ourselves, but there are some
decisions we should be making, like asking serious, so I will do what I feel like… ask things. Like a great step, if it is a decision
that my whole family should be involved in... then I would be doing that, if it is a decision that I need to take [...] like moving
out is not a decision, it is...”
Chitavake (interview, December 2017): “You have to listen of others also, because it's important, voice of others, we have to
do our own way, yes we have to keep important instructions from other who people you want, by that instruction, by that
instruction, we have to move towards our goal.”

69

Chitavake – From his childhood on, Chitavake’s mother has said he is good at fixing mechanical
objects. During the QuestTrek, he made a choice between police man and mechanical engineer as a
future job. However, according to Bina, Chitavake is having trouble at home, he has to help his mother
in the household and he is doing a part-time job, besides studying in college in the morning.
Furthermore, Chitavake’s grades have been falling and if that continues, the financial support by his
foreign donor might be stopped, which means he cannot start studying to become an engineer.
Sejun – During the QuestTrek, Sejun found out that he would like to become a software engineer and
study IT. What he likes about this is that there is “no need to work, no need to carry bags or anything,
just sitting, typing, making documents”. Furthermore, he believes that this job will bring him a large
salary. The QuestTrek made him more confident about his future goal to become an IT specialist,
mostly during the “Walk of Life”, of which the translator said:
“In [the] walk of life, he thinks about his goal and future plan, yes? He thinks that he has to complete
first study, without studies he cannot do anything. First complete studies and make your life a success
with your ow goal which you want to be, what you want to be, like IT.”

After the QuestTrek, his mom told him that she believes he has changed his ‘bad habits’ and he will
be more focused on studying. An example is the greediness that Sejun feels he has to change in order
to be successful. Sejun is convinced that he has to ‘go his own way’ to get success in life, and that
nobody is there to help him improve himself. On the other hand, he also admits that he sometimes
needs others to guide him, such as Bina, his mom or Leeza (from MCC), who help him gain confidence.
Neera – As Neera is one of the youngest participants of the QuestTrek, she is still doing high school
classes at the school from Organization 1. Her main goal is to become a nurse in the future, and help
the villagers in her home town, building different health posts in the area. She feels that she is doing
her homework more regularly and that she is more focused after the QuestTrek. Furthermore, she is
more confident to ask questions during school classes. After leaving Organization 2, she would like to
live at her aunt’s house in Kathmandu.
Nagendra – During the QuestTrek, Nagendra was mostly focused on choosing between studying
accountancy or business after finishing college. Firstly, he has to finish two more years of college
before finishing grade 12. After the dilemma activity, Nagendra decided upon studying a bachelor’s in
business, most likely at a university in Kathmandu after twelfth grade. As he said, the studies take four
years and afterwards he might want to travel, perhaps with his future wife and kids. Currently,
Nagendra has been living at Organization 3, but the social workers at the organization were phasing
him and Amit out of the home and into a flat where they will stay with other ‘brothers’.
Amit – During the interview with Amit, I tried to engage him in speaking about what his goals and
passions are, but it proved to be difficult for him to talk about this. As he also mentioned, he forgot
his Personal Development Plan and has not worked on it since the QuestTrek. When it comes to finding
a future job, he would like to do a combination of filmmaking and tourist guiding. In five years, he
hopes to live abroad. In the past, he has worked in a restaurant and has done some filming for a
company, but he still believes he does not “have a lot of things on resume.” Just like Nagendra, Amit
has still been living at Organization 3, and he is excited to move in with a couple of friends, living alone
in a flat. Amit mostly saw the QuestTrek as a great experience to get to know other people’s lives and
to be able to talk about family and their homes. He is eager to join another QuestTrek in the future
and has approached the founder Mark to see if this is possible.
Nirjhar – At the moment, Nirjhar is doing college courses in a science direction, which means physics,
chemistry and math, amongst other courses. In order to pass his twelfth grade, he has to pass the
Cambridge English exam. Furthermore, his physics grades have been mediocre in grade eleven.
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However, Nirjhar chose to do this college direction in science, as it “is in [the] top, so if I study science,
I can easily go into anything.” This means he is widening his spectrum of university options. At the
moment, Nirjhar is mainly focused on passing his school exams of the 12th grade, after this there are
6 months of holidays. During those 6 months, he is planning on taking the time to research which
college might be suitable for him. During the QuestTrek, Nirjhar was engaged in the dilemma of doing
law or political science as studies. For him, studying law will provide him with the necessary tools to
distinguish right from wrong. This means he has authority ‘in society’ and others will take his
judgement seriously. This he also relates to a growing level of self-confidence. Nirjhar is planning on
studying law in Nepal for six years (“for extra knowledge”), after which he would like to leave the
country for some months to gain work experience and learn from different types of people (interview
with Nirjhar, February 2018). He is also considering to study abroad, but this is a long process and
might only be possible if he gets a scholarship. This is something that is not as much on his mind as his
other plans.
Financial considerations play a large part in Nirjhar’s decision-making for the future. As he
understands that his family from his home village cannot support him financially, he is dependent on
support from the child home. During the interview (Nirjhar, February 2018), he shared his worries
about the future:
“I am confident from my side, but I am worried about the finance problem. I think I will, I will work and
if I get loan from the people from somewhere I continue my study, also I think it’s dependent upon the
Organization 3 situation, if they, if there might be rules [that] about children getting support of
finance... if that problem will occur, maybe, then I think I will take some loan here too.”

From the QuestTrek, Nirjhar learned more about himself and where he would like to go in the future.
Nowadays, he feels that he shares his feelings with his friends more, which also happened to take
place the other way around. An example is how he suddenly found out one of his friends has had a
girlfriend for some time.
6.1.2.1. Work and social life balance
For three of the participants, it became clear that their life/work balance is sometimes difficult to
manage. This was the case for the youths from Organization 3, who all said they have trouble
managing their free time in a constructive manner. For Nagendra, at the moment of the interview, he
was studying about 1,5 hours for exams every day. At the same time, there was a football tournament
coming up for which he was also practicing every day with his team from his school. His interest for
soccer goes further, saying he reads articles about different players on Facebook, although he would
like to not have his attention being pulled there (interview Nagendra, February 2018). As Nagendra
would like to learn new skills and practice existing ones (i.e. English language skills), he has started
doing home gym class and he works on his dancing skills. As Nagendra has a lot of plans, but too little
time to do it all, he struggles with concentrating on his homework. However, as he also says: after his
exams, he will continue with practicing dancing skills and showing this during ‘Talent Tuesday’ at
school.

For Amit, his main issue is focusing in general. During the QuestTrek he was often distracted with
activities. An example is the silence walk, where participants were meant to think about a couple of
questions: “what are your fears and what is holding you back from realizing your goals?” Amit said
that he was mostly thinking about talking to others, instead of doing the exercise. At the moment,
Amit is (like Nagendra) studying for exams, reading his study books, which does not offer him a lot of
time for outdoor play, he is excited to start doing exercise again, such as soccer, handball or other
new games. As Sachyam also mentioned: Amit is very flexible and ‘good with his body’, this means
that he is looking for physical stimuli (personal communication, February 2018).
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Lastly, one of the most important things that several participants have mentioned, is the role of having
many people around (friends or family) that makes it difficult to do their own work. Nirjhar (interview,
February 2018) says that he plans for things to happen a certain way, but this goes differently in many
cases:
“Here I have so many friends, so I spend most of my times with my friends, then it is very difficult to…
to live alone. So, because I always spend my most times with friends and I am not with them, so it’s
really difficult to do my own work. My plan was different, but you know, the environment is totally
different, yeah?”

His surroundings in Surkhet are quite different from being on a QuestTrek, where his main focus was
on himself. Furthermore, he has difficulty saying no to his friends when they ask him for something55.
Thus, most of the times Nirjhar struggles with prioritizing his personal work, and he feels he is less
focused because of spending time with friends or doing their work for them. As he is always ready to
help others, he seems to forget his own goals now and then.
The next subsection takes the ways that the youths have talked about their future plans, and the role
of their socioeconomic contexts in this, and elaborates upon emerging future narratives of the
youngsters.
6.1.3. EMERGING NARRATIVES OF THE FUTURE
The participants have crafted different ‘narratives of the future’ during and after the QuestTrek.
Below, these narratives are explained and analyzed in light of the role of the QuestTrek for
participants’ futures.
6.1.3.1. Narrative one: “Dealing with the now”
One of the first narratives that has come to the fore as a result of the findings shows that the
QuestTrek has a role in understanding the individual’s “past life” and how this impacts their daily lives
in terms of personal limitations and qualities. The participant that fits this narrative is Neera from
Organization 2. A key characteristic of this narrative has to do with looking back into time, towards
past trauma, and dealing with unresolved emotions. This also means taking responsibility for their
own emotions vis-a-vis other people around her. A key activity of the QuestTrek has to do with
expressing feelings during the first day, reliving past situations and accepting their impact upon the
present life. Dealing with past hurt continues throughout the QuestTrek. For example, natural areas
take Neera back to her home town, remembering her mother and brother by the types of paths and
forests around her. Furthermore, the participant can reflect on current personal limitations- and
qualities to a small extent. Neera mainly learned that she can develop herself in terms of time
management and working on her homework more regularly. One of her talents concerns her
expressiveness and being able to connect to different types of people.

Thinking about the future involves looking rather far into time but finding it difficult to pinpoint exactly
what they would like to work on in the near future. I summarize this as looking through a ‘narrow lens’
into the future: limiting the self to one or two ideas about where they would like to go, not seeing
other possible options (yet). This is also the main challenge for Neera. Figure 10 (next page)
summarizes this narrative visually.

55 As Nirjhar shared during the interview: “And if someone asks me to do something then where I am, I don't know: but I am
saying that: 'yeah, I can do', I can help you, I can do that. I have that habit so, those things.”
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Figure 10: Future narrative “Dealing with the now”, created by author, 2018

6.1.3.2. Narrative two: “This makes me come alive”
The second narrative considers those future paths where it is clear to the participant what they are
good at and what their improvement areas are, they have also gotten to know what makes them
“come alive”. For Rashmi, this is knowing she would like to work with kids and doing the studies social
work. Amit has a passion for filmmaking, and Chitavake would like to become a mechanical engineer.
It also means that the QuestTrek aids in realizing what the personal limitations are and how to ‘work
with them’. Where the first narrative ‘stops’ at the realization of having certain limitations, in the
second, the participants see the effects of their weaknesses on the opportunities to realize their
potential. In the case of Amit, this concerns his lack of concentration and focus on mental activities.
However, in the process of distinguishing between talents and weaknesses, there is also a realization
of ‘false’ ideas about what the participant is actually like, the limiting belief from Rashmi that she is
shy and not able to express herself in front of others has been challenged during the QuestTrek.

The participants in this narrative have a general sense of what they would like to study in the near
future, but have trouble pinpointing concrete steps on how to ‘get there’. They are distracted by
current homework tasks for college, their social life and part-time jobs (and are sometimes busy with
overcoming financial struggles, i.e. Chitavake that has to work to support his family). Their main
challenge is taking time to gain a clear picture of how their next five years look like. Figure 11 shows
the ways that the youths create a future path visually.

Figure 11: Future narrative “This makes me come alive, created by author, 2018

6.1.3.3. Narrative three: “Committing to my purpose”
This third narrative uncovers the ways that the youths actively work on realizing their goals. Here, the
participants have a good sense of their qualities and limitations. Furthermore, they show a general
calm and/or confidence when they talk about their talents and future goals. For Pramiti, this means
the confidence in her talent for socializing, being able to engage different types of people in
conversation (an open attitude), and, for Nagendra, using his talent to lead others by example. Others
naturally listen to him as a result of his reflectiveness.
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The main difference between this narrative compared to narrative two has to do with the youths
making a committed choice to go for one future goal. They have weighed their options during and
after the QuestTrek and are now making further steps towards their choice of study. Taking time to
reflect and sit in silence is key in this regard, after which it is time to act. For example, Pramiti, has
talked to her school and social workers to find out which steps to take to get into nursing school. This
can best be described as acting out leadership in life, taking responsibility for their future, not only for
the present and past. A pitfall of this narrative is creating a ‘tunnel vision’ of one future path, losing
sight of other possible routes. This might be the case for Sejun, who has set his eyes on becoming an
IT specialist but does not seem to consider contextual factors that could impact ‘getting there’. An
overly focused mind might actually lead to forgetting why they actually wanted to do something in
the first place or doing it for the wrong reasons (i.e. a high salary, ‘showing off’ leadership skills). The
figure below (number 12) shows this narrative visually.

Figure 12: Future narrative “Commitment to purpose”, created by author, 2018

6.1.3.4. Narrative four: “Anticipating the future”
The last narrative shows a multifaceted picture of what the participant believes he or she is like (and
what they are not). This participant is confident about what they are good at and knows their way
around their limitations. Furthermore, the participant takes time and space to ask for help when they
do not know the next steps to reach their aim. Nirjhar fits this narrative. A key mechanism in this
narrative concerns being able to zoom in- and out in terms of how the person ‘places him-herself’ in
the future. This means understanding that, in order to reach certain goals, they have to make a clear
plan of how to get there, at the same time anticipating possible constraining or enabling factors on
the way. Instead of only ‘narrowing down the options’, Nirjhar has found a way to ‘widen his lens’ to
be able to understand the consequences of making certain decisions. For example, in case he would
like to go abroad, he is aware of financial constraints, but at the same time he understands that in
order to make this happen he might have to work in Nepal for some time first. He does not diminish
the chances of him going abroad, but instead chooses to prioritize a ‘closer’ goal first, which is studying
law in Nepal. Visually, this process narrative looks like figure 13 below.

Figure 13: Future narrative “Anticipating the future”, created by author, 2018
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The narratives afore have given a general insight into how the youths construct their future duringand after the QuestTrek. The after program QuestTribes from Mountain Child Care is meant to
crystallize the plans from the youths. From the data, it shows that, among the Nepali youths, there
are different subgroups in terms of their levels of self-reflection, anticipation of consequences of their
choices and how their talents could be connected to a future job. The upcoming analysis asks the
question what these narratives say about the QuestTrek as a practice: which organizational
mechanisms and components of the QuestTrek are essential in the development of the different
subgroups and their self-discovery processes? And: what does this mean for the youths’ relations toand perceptions of- Nature? These questions signify the beginning of an analysis of the role of natural
settings and group experiences in the youths’ self-discovery process.
6.2. NATURE AND OUR SELF-IMAGE
During the writing phase of the findings of this research, the idea that we ‘relate’ to nature a certain
way or not, started to change. Instead of conceptualizing this relation in terms of ‘horizontality’, the
experiences of some of the youths pointed to an overlap between their idea of the self and nature.
The figures below shows this conceptual change in thinking about perceptions of Nature.

Figure 14: Human-nature relation based on a clear distinction,
composed by author, 2018

Figure 15: The ‘human-in-nature’ overlap,
composed by author, 2018

This process of ‘overlapping’ works differently for several youngsters. What happens in the process of
engagement with the natural environment (the arrow upwards) and why? This question can be
answered from three different angles: 1) extraverted versus introverted personalities 2) age
difference between the youths, and 3) type of natural settings in the home context.
Firstly, introversion of some Nepali youths was ‘shown’ most through their experience of the silence
walk. Related high levels of self-reflective capabilities led to rumination during the solo walk and
thinking deeply about themselves (Nirjhar, Nagendra, Sejun and Chitavake). These youngsters firstly
oriented their attention inwards into thinking about personal capabilities and limitations, instead of
outwards towards visible characteristics of the natural environment. As the findings also pointed
towards, most of these youths used more figurative speech to talk about nature, where Nirjhar saw
‘problems’ in the pictures of trees and relating this to human life, as in his eyes, both the natural
environment and humans have issues to deal with. Another example is from Nagendra, who said: “it
[the environment] gives signs to the people […] like rays of sun giving, kind of [a] fresh start.” The
meaning(s) of nature for these youths is characterized by attributing similar components that ‘belong’
to nature as they do to their own lives, through symbolic speech. The process of engaging with Nature
for more extraverted personalities (i.e. Amit, Pramiti, Neera), when exemplified by the silence walk,
was often ‘clouded’ by group dynamic or fleeting thoughts and emotions, because of their focus on
external stimuli. For example, Pramiti could reflect upon herself for the first hour of the walk, but
started chatting with her friend Rashmi as soon as she saw her, where Amit was so focused on finishing
the task at hand (doing a solo walk) and not being able to talk (doing the exercise right), that the
natural surroundings were not at the front of his mind.
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Secondly, age differences between the youngsters can partly explain how the youths engage with the
natural environment. For example, Nirjhar could articulate the meaning of the environment in terms
of natural resources (at an abstract level). Neera, the youngest participant mainly talked about nature
in terms of direct experiences, such as touching the snow during the trek and expressing her
excitement about experience. The level of reflective capabilities as the youths grow older could partly
explain this difference in thinking about what Nature means to us, and being able to share these
feelings with others.
Thirdly, the type of natural settings in the home contexts of the youths explain why some of the
youngsters were ‘in awe’ with the mountainous areas during the trek and others were not. On the
other hand, there was a general trend amongst the youngsters of seeing the environment as a fresh
and cold place, where they could spend time to relax and think, symbolizing the need to get away
from the crowded cities in Nepal. This points to how the youngsters see ‘going into the wild’ during
the QuestTrek: the detachment of the self and nature is most clearly exemplified by those youths that
live in an urban environment. To explain further, the youths from West Nepal did not comment on
the role of fresh air in the mountains, whereas the others that live in- or near cities saw this as one of
the main positive and memorable aspects of being on the trek. For me, being on the trek was a “oncein-a-lifetime” experience and this means that I valued the mountains as a place to look at- and explore
new landscapes: “taking it all in”. What does this say? Engagement with certain aspects of the natural
environment (such as seeing mountains or smelling fresh air) is a ‘non-issue’ when you spend time in
‘it’ all the time.
Features of a ‘Self/Nature’ (figure 14) conceptualization concern how we, as humans ‘put’ meaning
on Nature, instead of the other way around. This difference in sensemaking between figure 14 and 15
can be explained by certain factors, such as introversion or extraversion, age and geographical
context. The first (figure 14) is characterized by an instrumental value of Nature: as humans we should
protect Nature, in order to use resources and being able to enjoy the views, fresh air and snow.
However, as the introverted- and older youths reflected upon: it might be that Nature is actually a
part of us, an ecosystem that deals with similar problems that our bodies do, albeit on a larger scale
(figure 15). Deep reflection upon who we are as humans (and individuals) leads the way to
understanding the environment as ‘something else’ than its external characteristics.
The next section will turn to how looking at the three relations studied in chapter 5 are posited against
each other and what this means in terms of the youths’ personal development during and after the
trek.
6.3.

HOW THE GROUP AND NATURE SHAPE WHO YOU THINK YOU ARE

As I was ‘rocketed’ into the QuestTrek, one day after I arrived in Nepal, I ‘missed’ every part of the
first morning: I was too lost in my thoughts. Distraction after distraction came into my view, and into
my mind, with everything going on in the city of Kathmandu. Just after we walked alone to the first
resting stop, I could think a bit more clearly. The first QuestTrek setting was the bus on our way to
Sundarijal, a place in which there were different ‘social rules: talking, joking around, asking questions
to get to know one another. It had the atmosphere of a school field trip. Why was this the case? One
of the ways I theorize this, is through positing the different components of the QuestTrek as a personal
development practice against each other (figure 16, next page).
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Figure 16: How self-understanding is shaped during the QuestTrek, created by author, 2018

As I realized throughout my personal development process, understanding who I am is a core
component of the QuestTrek, and continues afterwards. The QuestTrek forms a beginning in which
specific circumstances lead to a start (or continuation) of this self-discovery process. The way that this
self-understanding process is shaped on the trek is both through the role of the “group experience”,
and how we perceive the natural environment and its characteristics (figure 16). As the figure shows,
it can be seen as the glue that brings together discovering who we are and leads the way to personal
development.
The role of group rituals during the QuestTrek points to the reason why group atmosphere is a way to
structure the trek so it leads to the intended outcomes. For example, every morning of the QuestTrek
began with group exercise or karate and a short group meditation. Mark would explain the schedule
and the purpose of the day. Afterwards, in the group tent, there was a sharing session to express how
each person was feeling. A ‘talking stick’ forms the artefact that gives the individual space to start
their story (Schatzki, 2012). Other rituals include verbal affirmations about the other person: giving
positive feedback about who the person is and what you believe makes them a good person; as well
as drinking tea together before dinner or singing at the campfire. Why do these rituals matter? It is
assumed by the organization that the forming of a tight knit group of people firstly happens through
upholding traditions. The findings further point to the role of support and trust in the group in order
for personal development to take shape.
A task division into ‘performing’ different (parts of) the activities during the trek further aids in shaping
the boundaries of the in-group and out-group of the ‘family’. For example, one coach, Dilip, always
did the karate lessons, and Mark made clear what the main ‘rules’ at the trek are, in the beginning of
day one. As Mark is the main responsible person at the trek, it also seemed that he was the ‘father
figure’ of the trek, announcing the significant moments of the QuestTrek, such as the next activity.
Other coaches at the trek had the responsibility over their own coach group, and were often described
as older brothers or sisters by the Nepali youths. The QuestTrek system is thus built up out of differing
roles of people in the group, and is dependent on how each person carries out their role. There is no
son without a father, and no sisters without each other. This process is also illustrated by the mutual
dependence of coach and participant. The “group experience” is thus built up out of different ‘sides’:
rules and routines, emotional support through positive affirmations and physical contact, and sharing
feelings and thoughts with each other (see also chapter 5.2.1).
How we look at the group as a whole or specific people in the group is ‘coloured’ by how we look at
ourselves. This can be illustrated by the prologue of my diary in chapter 5, where the mirroring of the
coach laid bare my own inner critic. I was comparing my physical capabilities with others in the group.
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As became clear in the findings chapter, about half of the youths reflected upon their limitations (i.e.
Nagendra shared he is always ready to help others, but does not think of his own goals), whereas all
of the youths had spent time thinking- and talking about their talents. Here, I take the stance that the
process of recognition of talents and limitations is shaped by the group, through positive affirmation,
but also through ‘seeing the inner critic for what it is’ through mirroring from others. For example, for
me, this inner critic had a running commentary on if I would be able to finish the hike and this process
was mirrored by Marije who also struggled with this on the first day of the trek.
To illustrate the process of getting to the core of who we are, the Russian doll below signifies the
‘peeling off the layers of others’ opinions’, towards our own negative/limiting thoughts (inner critic)
about who we are, the actual talents and weaknesses we have, and lastly our ‘true core’. The true
core here is what I see as the “pure love” that we can give to ourselves and others (see also my diary,
Appendix E).

Figure 17: Russian doll and the (peeling off) layers of who we truly are, created by author, 2018

When we aim to understand ‘what is happening here’, I turn to the findings chapter, where we saw
that most of the positive qualities that the youngsters attributed to themselves had to do with how
others viewed them. Thus, youths had trouble distinguishing the idea they have of themselves from
others’ ideas about them and outer expectations that accompany these (subsection 5.1.1.2.).
Furthermore, all of the Nepali youths linked their confidence level with the ability to engage with
others in their surroundings. What does this say about personal development processes in this specific
context? My perception of Nepali society was, during the time I spent there, that one of the core
cultural values is togetherness, with family as the biggest support both in emotional- and economic
well-being. Mountain Child Care aimed to create a similar environment during the QuestTrek, in order
for the youths to be able to develop themselves (interviews with MCC employees, 2017-2018). While
this aided in creating a safe supportive space, the paradox of the program lies here as well. A healthy
balance between concern for yourself and for others in a group is necessary to be able to self-reflect
and be compassionate (figure 18, next page).
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Figure 48: Balance between concern for self, influenced by traditional Nepali culture, created by author, 2018

More importantly, in order for the youngsters to shape their own future path, it might be necessary
to let go of their concern for family and friends, that are usually a big part of their daily lives, and
others in their surroundings more. The next subsection will go deeper into the meaning of this in terms
of factors hampering or supporting the Nepali youths’ desired future.
When turning to the role of our perception of the natural environment and how it shapes a deeper
understanding of ourselves, there are a number of underlying processes that point to the role of
nature in getting a clearer idea of ourselves. The first is how the Nepali youths and I looked at risks
and challenges during the trek. Every Nepali participant went at least one time on a steeper trail with
Mark and they took the ‘learning by doing’ approach to heart. Although the youths viewed these roads
as dangerous and risky at times, they took it as a challenge instead of an obstacle. The ‘rush’ of getting
to the top of the mountain was seen as the reward of the challenge for the youngsters. However, for
some participants, there might be a risk of over-reflection on their personal limitations instead of on
their qualities (i.e. Sejun and Nirjhar, who stated that they ruminated some questions over and over
during the silence walk). At times, the physical challenge of hiking put a magnifying glass on fears and
insecurities of the participants (i.e. my fear of failing at hiking, feeling less worthy than others).
Getting to the heart of who we truly are and what we can achieve is only possible once the participants
go through this second level of the Russian doll (figure 17). ‘Over-reflectiveness’, as I coined it in my
diary, is one of the main features of this second level and for example triggered by the silence walk on
the third day. The solitary nature of the silence walk, as well as the perception of being ‘in the middle
of nature’, led to feeling small and vulnerable within the grandness of nature (see also the prologue
in chapter 5). Four out of eight Nepali youths felt uncomfortable to be silent during the walk (and
turned their attention towards friends), whereas the other half turned their attention inwards and
took to try to understand what was holding them back to realize their dreams. This is also related to
introverted versus extraverted characters. Take for example the extraverted Amit, who almost ran to
the finish to limit his alone time.
The perception we have of Nature is linked to the extent we can accept our vulnerability throughout
the hiking experience. This idea of being vulnerable comes back in Kutum Sang where we stayed two
nights: a barren area with no resources and minimal protection from accommodation. Through
accepting this vulnerability comes the ‘truth’ about what our strengths (physical or mental), and
weaknesses actually are. This further leads to being able to feel the love and admiration for the
environment and others around us. An illustrative moment was during the time that I felt I was lost
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during the silence walk, and my anxiety kept me from hearing sounds around me, or thinking clearly,
until I was reassured I was okay. True self-compassion occurs when the individual understands the
truth about themselves and accepts the full picture, leaving a healthy balance between reflection on
both strengths and weaknesses.
6.4.

A DESIRED FUTURE: OBSTACLES OR CHALLENGES?

There are a number of things that can be analysed about the future narratives the youths sketch for
themselves. As I have stated before, the QuestTrek functioned as a safe space for the youngsters
where they could develop themselves with the help of the coaches and the group. Furthermore, the
silence walk signified important ‘thinking processes’: the youths either over-reflect on the self or
overly focus on other stimuli.

Figure 19: Safe space of the child home and QuestTrek, the role of hard factors and soft factors in decision-making of the
Nepali youths, created by author, 2018

Many of the things that the QuestTrek contained are also part of the youths’ daily lives. However, the
‘funnel’ that I had spoken about in subsection 5.2.1., through which we can hear others clearer is not
present in “real life”. Outside of the QuestTrek, there is a lot of noise: peer pressure from school
friends, expectations from their family- and the child home, focusing on homework and getting good
grades. What does this mean in terms of the youths’ lives after the QuestTrek? The QuestTrek pointed
towards a number of factors that could hamper or positively influence the youths’ development into
their desired future. For most of the youths their child home is their core family. There they have rules
and routines, and it functions as a safety net. Life at the child home is similar to how life was at the
QuestTrek: it provided support in terms of ‘hard’ and ‘soft’ factors. For example, the boys from
Organization 3 moved out of the child home around April 2018, and while they still receive financial
support from the home (hard factor), the ‘soft factors’ belonging to the child home changed.
Among these soft factors are certain social rules and routines at the house: a) the older brothers take
care of younger sisters and brothers, b) each had a task to do such as cooking or cleaning, c) the social
workers offer support in terms of doing homework, sending applications to colleges, offering planning
skills, d) a social network of people, both foreign and Nepali that they can learn from (personal
communication with Sachyam, February 2018). As most NGOs have an orientation towards ‘the West’,
volunteers that spend time at the child home are usually foreigners, this means that the youths have
a possibility to get to know other cultures and their values and learn new skills (this is the case at each
child home in this study, with German, Dutch and American volunteers currently working at the
homes).
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The hard factors are characterized by financial support and getting good grades. For most of the
youngsters there is not a ‘strict’ moment when money stops running in, and it also depends on the
child home. For example, Organization 3 has a steadier money flow than Organization 1 does, where
individual foreign donors support each youngster. However, if the youths want to keep getting
financial support from (foreign) donors, they need high grades. The stress that comes with this for the
youths from Organization 1, is that they still live with family that they usually support financially
through working a part-time job (i.e. Chitavake and Sejun). For them, balancing their school life and
working life is even more difficult and asks for good planning skills in terms of their future studies and
choice of extracurricular activities.
Why do these factors matter? They matter because each of the youngsters looks differently at the
role of the ‘soft’ factors in their lives. This partly has to do with their self-reflection capabilities (which
progresses as they get older), and partly with personality traits (introversion versus extraversion).
Thus, this also influences how the youths construct their future narratives. One of the ways selfreflection ‘comes up’ is through knowing what suits the person or not in terms of spending their time:
as the youngsters become part of a new routine at college, with new rules, and together with other
people, they are ‘forced’ to make conscious decisions what they would like to spend time on. For
example, Nagendra and Nirjhar mentioned that they spend most of their time tending to the needs of
others, instead of to their own school work. What can be taken from this is that the social context that
the youths come from impacts their choices now and in the future. More importantly, there are
different options open to choose from compared to other Nepali youths.
As I came to learn throughout my experience in Nepal, many of the youths in Nepal deal with the same
issues as the adolescents here in the West: the need for acceptance from others, being worried about
future studies, getting used to college. However, there is more on the line when it comes to the
choices that the Nepali youths make, mainly in terms of losing financial support. Moreover, for the
youths it will be difficult being further away from the ‘glue’ that the child home offers in their lives,
both in terms of emotional and mental support, as Nepal is a society that is built on togetherness.
In conclusion, this chapter analysed the future pathways of the Nepali youths. This showed that the
youngsters in a QuestTrek have different aspirations and levels of self-reflection. Section 6.1 also
analysed the role of the youths’ socioeconomic contexts in the focus on their own plans. Sections 6.2
until 6.4 build further on the role of the natural environment and the group experience during the
QuestTrek in shaping the youths’ self-perceptions, and sketched emerging narratives from the
findings. The discussion in chapter 7 moves into how the methodological choices shape this research
(and how practice theory aided in providing tools for data collection), it goes into a discussion with
theoretical strands on PYD and nature-human relationships and, lastly, it provides recommendations
for similar practices such as the QuestTrek.

81

7. DISCUSSION
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This study looked at how a QuestTrek impacts the personal and social development of its participants
and the role of Nature in this program. In the following paragraphs, I discuss the study’s methodology,
contributions to literature and implications for practice. Central to the first section is how
introspection and self-reflection could increase the validity of this type of inductive research, and the
role of practice theory in the research approach. Section 7.2 compares the literature on perceptions
of nature in personal development settings with this study and discusses the research gaps that have
been addressed. Lastly, section 7.3 sheds light on what the role of this research is for the practices of
NGOs that work within Positive Youth Development programs. The final aim of this research was to
gain more insight in the ways in which Mountain Child Care creates a conducive environment for
youngsters to foster personal- and social development, through a QuestTrek. Moreover, this study
aimed to understand the role of the natural environment on the QuestTrek in fostering the intended
outcomes. In this chapter, I discuss through which paths this study reached this aim.
7.1. METHODOLOGICAL DISCUSSION
Firstly, I discuss changes in the initial research design and how these have impacted the direction of
this study. Secondly, a discussion of limitations and supportive elements of the study’s methodological
choices takes place. Here, I also reflect upon the role of practice theory as a methodological approach
and tool to study personal development practices- and processes. Lastly, the role of introspection and
self-reflection, in terms of my personal development throughout the research process, is elaborated
upon.
7.1.1. CHANGES IN THE RESEARCH DESIGN
The most important change in the research design focuses on looking at the Nepali youngsters and
their perceptions of the QuestTrek, instead of taking the practices in the organization as the main
‘building block’. However, I kept with the stance that looking at concrete activities would lead to
understanding what a QuestTrek is about. This would point to the mechanisms that play into personal
development, both from the perspective of the participants, employees at MCC and other staff at the
QuestTrek. At first, I was also planning on taking the experiences of earlier QuestTrek participants
(2015-2017) as input for this study, but the data proved to be too ‘shallow’, in the sense that gaining
rich answers was in most cases not possible when I did not have a prior relation with the interviewees.
As the research questions were based on ‘triangulating’ around activities during the QuestTrek, it only
seemed logical to take the experiences of the trek I joined as a basis.
It was difficult to measure ‘impact’ of the QuestTrek on its participants for a number of reasons. Firstly,
I did not meet the Nepali youths before the trek, thus, I did not have a baseline upon which to base
my findings. This meant I made do with the QuestTrek as main case, and depended on others’ (social
workers at the child homes) judgement about the youngsters to tell me about their personal
development in comparison with their lives before the trek. Secondly, the time I spent with the youths
differed: with half of the youngsters from the trek I had multiple (group) interviews, with the others
I had only one interview. This meant I could not ‘track’ the development of the youngsters over time.
However, the ways that the youths perceived their future added to the findings and pointed to
emerging future narratives. The emerging narratives point to how the different subgroups
conceptualize their future, and, as a result, to how their personal development processes look like,
and what this means for ‘sticking’ to their goals. Thirdly, as I researched the QuestTrek as a participant
observer, I had a different judgment of the youths’ development than an outsider might have had.
The main point here is that my subjective judgement is based on becoming friends with the youths,
which means that they felt more comfortable relating to me than they would have with an external
researcher. The findings might have indicated towards other mechanisms if the youths were
interviewed by someone they did not know from the QuestTrek.
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Changing my research questions from three to two sub-questions was inspired by the largely inductive
focus that I had decided upon at the beginning of my data collection process. The first research
question aimed to map the societal context of Nepal to ‘frame’ the findings, and put in perspective
how the work of MCC fits the positive youth development approach. However, I deemed the
perceptions of the participants, when it comes to the QuestTrek program, more valuable than
answering this question based on desk research. I took the stance that answers are in ‘the doings’,
and understanding the literature on the PYD was more useful as contextualization and a theoretical
basis, than to try to ‘fit’ the work of Mountain Child Care ‘in the literature’. Thus, the inductive
approach led me to think outside of the theory, and see what happens in the field in terms of personal
development of the youngsters. Practice theory and its methodological underpinnings provided me
with the necessary tools to study these personal development mechanisms “from the middle of
action”.
7.1.2. LIMITING AND SUPPORTING ELEMENTS IN THE METHODOLOGIES USED
This section discusses the limiting and supportive elements of the methodologies used. This relates
mainly to why the study did not follow the initial research design. The supportive factors refer to
elements that aided in answering the research questions, a large share of supporting factors is posed
by practice theory.
7.1.2.1. Limiting elements in the research design and methodology
The first limitation of this study concerns the fact that one in-depth case study was used as an example
of positive youth development, instead of multiple in different contexts (Flyvbjerg, 2006). In order to
discern between mechanisms of the QuestTrek that lead to personal development in comparison with
contextual factors, multiple case studies would have yielded a more straightforward answer to the
impact of personal development treks on its participants. In that case, it could have broadened my
view to how participants, staff and Nature ‘interrelated’ at other organizations. Now, it was difficult
to attribute positive developments of the youngsters to the trek, this is also related to the fact that I
did not capture a ‘baseline’ of how the youngsters were before the QuestTrek.

Secondly, one of the main limitations of this study concerns the fact that it does not capture longterm impacts of the QuestTrek on the lives of the youths. This is also a discussion of focus: what does
‘impact’ mean, what can be observed during the process of the QuestTrek, when we are in the middle
of it? It would be an interesting addition to look back in two years at how the youths see the role of
the QuestTrek for their future in that moment. As I focused on taking a ‘snapshot of experiences’,
instead of interviewing the participants multiple times over two months, I could not ‘trace’ their
individual development in time. However, this focus led me to how different (groups of) youths look
at their future paths. It reflects a certain moment in their life, a ‘cross-section’. A different research
design to track long-term development over time could include more time spent at the child homes,
although this is often not allowed. A few child homes would most likely be open to this as they already
work with volunteers from abroad and were open to me visiting the child home regularly.
Thirdly, participant observation as a method for studying the QuestTrek was the only option in terms
of the schedule and understanding the program from within. However, as the six days were fully
scheduled with both psychological- and physical activities, it was difficult to capture the majority of
the experiences in field notes. The lack of free time meant I could not take sufficient time to document
the participants’ conversations with staff, or with me. Other types of documentation would have
helped enrich my QuestTrek documentation, for example, if I made use of secondary data in which
conversations at the QuestTrek were captured.
Fourth, one-on-one interviews with the Nepali youths were, at times, difficult to ‘get going’. The
moments where I noticed this the most took place at one child home, Organization 4, where the
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conversations I had with youngsters lacked depth and response in general. This has a couple of
possible reasons, firstly, the language barrier made for ‘shallow’ and ‘general’ talk, this mainly had
consequences for reflections on the feelings and thoughts during of the participants during the
QuestTrek. Secondly, some of the participants were relatively young, sixteen or seventeen years old,
which partly explains their shy nature. Lastly, as the basis of the QuestTrek is positive psychology (see
also theoretical framework, chapter 3), and Nepalese culture highly values the relations between
people, little space was left to being critical or negative about aspects of the QuestTrek program (see
also chapter 4).
The fifth limitation of this study concerns the preparation to studying human-nature connections and
perceptions during the track. As I used a largely inductive approach to understanding human-nature
connections, I did not list a number of characteristics or elements (i.e. climate, types of plants or
animals, elevation levels or other landscape features) to focus my attention towards during the trek.
Thus, the limitation was that I did not strictly point out characteristics I considered and I did not ask
questions about this either during the trek. Thus, I lacked an in-depth documentation of natural
surroundings during the trek. During the interviews with the youths, I used photos to discuss humannature connections, but, as I had not written a list of characteristics, reflective discussions on the
pictures lacked depth. It also led to socially responsible answers such as “nice photo” or “beautiful”.
Lastly, in-depth interviewing was inconsistent: I had only one interview with most participants, but I
visited Organization 1 three times, and had multiple interviews there. This could have impacted the
study in the sense that I had more time and space to roam around the child home to understand the
youths’ social and economic context. Furthermore, I only went to Neera’s child home once, meaning
a lack of knowledge on how her daily life looks like. The same can be said about my visit to Organization
3 in West Nepal. ‘Tracing’ the youths’ development was thus further hampered by brief visits to
Organization 3 and Organization 2.
7.1.2.2. Supportive elements in the research design
There are a number of supportive elements of the methodology used in this research that should be
mentioned as well. Firstly, doing one in-depth case-study allowed me to research, unravel and
understand every aspect of the QuestTrek program. Using different methods further aided in
unravelling features of the QuestTrek that are part of its success. For example, doing introspection,
and reflecting on the QuestTrek afterwards, was a means to put the answers of the participants into
perspective. Related to the aforementioned is: immersion in the field allowed for depth in
conversations with the youths I met and got to know during the QuestTrek. Understanding the
program ‘from within’ led me to speak informally with the youths, being able to understand what they
meant because I was also there. It gave me a way to ‘operate’ at the same level as the Nepali youths,
as I had experienced similar feelings. This provided me with ‘leverage’ to ask deeper questions on
what the activities had meant to them. It led me to answers to what could be observed in the middle
of the ‘pressure cooker’ that was the QuestTrek.

Having sufficient time in the research field was beneficial for this study. I went on the QuestTrek at
the start of my three months in Nepal, which gave me a lot of time to find out where I should put my
emphasis on, building a support base with Mountain Child Care and the child homes. Being at the
office helped me build strong relationships with the colleagues. Furthermore, visiting the youngsters
in their own social context gave me the opportunity to ‘join in’ on their daily lives. It led to informal
interviews with the social workers and founders of child homes. It also meant I could take the same
rhythm as the Nepali youths, without feeling rushed in collecting data.
Lastly, when looking at the data analysis, the first order and second order coding allowed me to
capture the essence of the participants’ understanding of the QuestTrek, and later provided me with
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a structure to look for deeper mechanisms and more abstract conceptual thinking (Gioia et al., 2013).
The inductive approach to this study provided space to go ‘where the informants took me’, which
meant I focused more on how they thought about their future than solely on their experience of the
QuestTrek.
7.1.2.3. Practice theory and its addition in the research
This study took practice theory as a lens to study the mechanisms underlying positive youth
development through a QuestTrek program (Nicolini, 2011; Schatzki, 2002). This means that, during
the research, I took the stance that an organization and its programs are ‘sites of knowing’, where
activities show “knowledge in action”. Social actions produce and reproduce structures that constrain
or enable actions. Thus, I studied the social activities during the QuestTrek to trace, and explain,
mechanisms at work in the ‘production’ of PYD.

Looking at the interrelationships between participants, staff and their social actions vis-a-vis the
structures (QuestTrek with rules and routines, the natural surroundings) that they ‘operate in’, meant
that I focused on specific moments in time to triangulate my analysis around. This orientation on
‘nexuses’ of activity in the QuestTrek led to questions for the researcher such as: which practices am
I observing? What should I observe? As practice theory is a methodological tool we need in order to
know which practices are relevant before we start studying them (Nicolini, 2017). Asking questions
about the practices is key in studying them, but to ‘uncover’ mechanisms ‘practices’ need to be taken
apart, as they are still second order abstractions. A way to do this was to ask: what constitutes the
relationship between the response of the participant to the activity? Furthermore, looking at the
configurational orientation of practices, the “how do they do it?”- question is key, instead of trying to
understand the practices with answers from the literature beforehand. The main risk here is to find
out how different practices and activities are associated, and then “report back whether they were
there” (Nicolini, 2017, p. 30).
This study contributes to further discussion on how practice theory can be used as a methodological
tool, by studying practices “from the middle of action”. To answer the question by Nicolini (2017) “can
we study practice without starting from the middle of action (and returning to it?)”, it is possible to
aim to understand mechanisms of personal development through a QuestTrek, by also studying other
contexts such as the home- and school setting and its related actions, as well as the daily work at the
organization. By ‘tracing’ what happened to the youngsters, it provided me with more questions:
“what is important to them in terms of their future?”, “how can their ‘daily grind’ be characterized?”,
“what are other important factors in their social development?”. This led me to how their actions were
situated in the larger sociocultural context they ‘operate in’. As Nicolini (2017, p. 32) also states
“focusing on scenes of actions exposes us to the risk of localism; it also provides a partial explanation
for what is going on”. To conclude, practice theory as a tool to research personal development in an
outdoor context proved to be useful, as it provided me with more questions to ask, instead of looking
for answers. This was also the main risk during the research: more questions gave way for taking a
‘broad’ look at personal development, which sometimes meant losing sight of the relevant practices
for personal development, and studying these at a deeper level instead of studying ‘everything that
happened’.
Practice theory could, in the future, also be deemed useful in studying for example outcomes of the
QuestTrek, in terms of (un)sustainable behaviours of the youths. A possible question is: how does a
PYD program (such as the QuestTrek) aid in providing tools for sustainable practices? What kinds of
personal development practice are supportive for sustainable behaviour, for which youths? In my
opinion, practice theory could shed light on underlying mechanisms in long-term personal
development processes by shifting between ‘on the ground’-activities, expanding- and connecting
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these activities with larger societal shifts throughout a period of time. Another example is a cross-case
analysis, possible with PYD cases in the Indian Himalayas, provide more context-specific mechanisms.
7.1.4. EPILOGUE: INTROSPECTION AND SELF-REFLECTION
At the beginning of my research process, I set out to learn more about my talents and how I could
start materializing these for a future career. Which type of career or job position suits me and how do
I take the steps that feel right to get there? The QuestTrek helped me realize that the starting point is
not to find my personal qualities, but it is to let go of who I have always thought I was. The more I
thought I knew about myself or others around me, the less I actually ‘saw’ in the moment. Having preexisting ideas about how activities, thoughts or feelings would work out prevented me from enjoying
the moment. This meant, in my case, that the QuestTrek aided in finding peace and quiet time for
myself during the months I spent in Nepal.
However, when I arrived back in the Netherlands, there were several things that steered me away
from finding this peace and quiet time. Firstly, the role of using the mind, instead of the heart, in
contact with others, bothered me to a large extent. The biggest difference between Nepal and The
Netherlands, to me, proved to be the coldness, and nonchalance of others, mostly driven by a lack of
feeling emotions. This also correlated with a busy lifestyle where people were planning ahead for
several weeks, which made me feel somewhat isolated. Secondly, as I was in the process of writing
my thesis and I had not a clear schedule or plan, it turned out to be difficult to motivate myself. After
a couple of months, I realized that I had gotten used to the fast pace again and I also found several
tools to structure how to keep my personal development journey going and get my thesis running.
The most important mechanisms for me that aid me in shaping how I want to live are characterized
by a) having a couple of evenings to myself during the week, b) regularly spending time in nature, c)
helping other people with their development process and d) learning new skills/gaining knowledge
through books, lectures or courses. To conclude, knowing how to re-energize myself now helps me in
finding the time and space I need, in order to be present in the moment and letting unfold whatever
may.
7.2. CONTRIBUTIONS TO THE LITERATURE
The need for this study originated from a lack of literature on the positive youth development
approach in differing cultural contexts, and a lack of direct observations, participant observations and
in-depth case studies (Roth & Brooks-Gunn, 2003). Furthermore, the role of nature-based activities in
these programs has been neglected56. This section discusses the contributions of this study to current
literature on Positive Youth Development programs, as well as to literature on perceptions of Nature,
and connecting to Nature. For the discussion on human-nature relations I use Krakoff’s article
“Mountains Without Handrails, Wilderness without Cellphones”, as a starting point, as this was my
main inspiration at the beginning of my research process (Krakoff, 2003).
7.2.1. CONTEXT- SPECIFIC POSITIVE YOUTH DEVELOPMENT
Taking the QuestTrek as a case-study for positive youth development in practice and studying the role
of nature in this personal development context, has given the way to study specific activities and their
significance for the participants of the QuestTrek. The literature on Positive Youth Development has
identified a number of desired outcomes and processes in PYD programs (Lerner et al., 2003, 2005;
Roth & Brooks-Gunn, 2003). Instead of characterizing the QuestTrek within this paradigm, the main
56

Possible journals that this research would contribute to literature are: Research in Social Work Practice, Journal of Research
on Adolescence, Applied Developmental Science, Environmental Education Research or journals on Leisure Sciences. As this
study is combines environmental discussions with youth development, it contributes to, for example, more knowledge on the
role of outdoor trekking programs for environmental education.
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aim of this study was to study ‘on the ground’ processes behind positive youth development, and how
this relates to participants’ social and cultural context. As the theoretical framework also states,
positive youth development is characterized by 5 Cs: 1) competence in academic, social, and
vocational areas; 2) confidence or a positive self-identity; 3) connections to community, family, and
peers; 4) character or positive values, integrity, and moral commitment and 5) caring and compassion.
And, as a result of the first five Cs, 6) contribution. The following paragraphs will go into a discussion
of how this case-study relates to existing literature on positive youth development and what this
means in terms of personal growth for the youngsters, and how the findings contribute to existing
literature.
7.2.1.1. Mechanisms of personal development
Identifying mechanisms underlying positive youth development in the QuestTrek, led me to the role
of self-reflection on talents and weaknesses for personal growth (see chapter subsections 6.2-6.4).
According to the literature, self-compassion is linked to “greater knowledge and clarity about one’s
limitations” (Neff, 2003, p. 93). Neff (2003) has theorized the role of self-compassion when it comes
to the psychological functioning of adolescents. According to her, there is a clear difference between
self-esteem and self-compassion, where self-esteem is focused on self-regulation failure (also seen as
adopting goals that are too far beyond the person’s capabilities) and “egoistic illusions”. Furthermore,
being able to develop an attitude of tolerance for these limitations and not rating one’s worth but
unconditionally accepting oneself is key (Ellis, 1973, as cited in Neff, 2003). On the other hand, it is
said that the age of adolescence is also the time where self-compassion is the lowest. This, in
combination with new cognitive functions of self-reflection and “social perspective taking abilities”,
could lead to ‘extreme’ self-reflection or introspection and the over-evaluation of one’s capabilities,
weaknesses and continually comparing themselves to others. The need and pressure to “fit in” to the
right crowd, body image problems, dating, among other issues, might be reinforced by these personal
evaluations.

Furthermore, other literature on outdoor personal development programs points to the combination
between a physical challenge and limiting thoughts about if one is able to do something or not
(McDonald et al., 1988). By others, this has been called the “experience of competence” (Johnson,
2002; Kaplan, 1995). When outdoor challenges are met successfully, they are proof of capability and
worth57. The main mechanism at work here is that these trials do not necessarily make the youths in
competition with each other, but that they aid in struggling with their own limitations. For example,
when ‘defeated’ by not reaching the mountain top, because of altitude sickness or fatigue, the
participant meets the “wisdom of knowing when to turn back” (Johnson, 2002, p. 31; Appendix E, day
3). Here, our competence is tested during the hiking challenges, temporarily forgetting about
competition with others. As a result of this, it is said that one tends to “self-forget” as we are
challenged by nature’s ‘roughness’, commanding all our attention.
Moreover, the repetition of experiences of physical fitness, risk taking and achievement has been said
to lead to increased choices, further challenges, and a possibility of commitment to attitudinal and
behavioural change. In the end, it leads “to spiritual growth through greater commitment to an
awareness of community and the interrelationships among larger environmental systems”
(Heintzman, 2009, p. 75). The question remains if and in what way this expected spiritual growth
‘develops’ over time.
This study mainly pointed to “actions on the ground” that indicate the framework for personal
development, one of which is the silence walk. When looking at the role of moving through the forest
57

As Chitavake stated: “I feel excited that I can that I climbed that [..] that I climbed that hill, it was more dangerous, yeah
more dangerous. Once time I fall and never be back.”
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by oneself, the literature on the (spiritual) meaning of nature has shed light on the solo-hiking
experiences of women (Heintzman, 2009). For example, it is said that individuals can bring “emotional
baggage” to wilderness experiences, that could lead to a fear of nature (Fox, 1999). Accepting or
rationalizing this fear may produce self-control, leading to being more relaxed and reducing anxiety,
feeling, in the end, more comfortable with being alone in nature. As a consequence, by being relaxed
and feeling in control, one is able to be more receptive to spiritual experiences, triggered by for
example deep self-reflection, natural beauty or encounters with others. The youths reported on their
solo silence walk experience, ranging from feeling more or less comfortable with it, to feeling alone
and scared58. Some of them reported on the difference between how it felt to walk alone versus hiking
together, related to ‘hearing’ silence (or not hearing others talk) and sounds of the environment (the
birds), or getting lost and finding the way59.
It became clear to me that feeling lonely and actually being alone are two completely different things:
when I felt I was lost during the solo-walk, there was a lot of anxiety coming in (Appendix E). When I
saw a guide that could help me find my way, I was immediately reassured. As I reported in my diary I
could enjoy walking alone again, listening to sounds in the environment and feeling the fresh air
(Appendix E). Enhancing resilience and self-efficacy through ‘imposing’ stress on participants in
outdoor programs is frequently mentioned in the literature:
“For example, many of these programs encourage ‘solos,’ periods of solitude in the forest during which
the youth has time to journal and reflect, and survival skills that build self-efficacy, both factors often
identified as helping at-risk youth achieve resilience” (Ungar et al., 2005, p. 324).

The role of solitude (Fox, 1997) has mainly been treated for females in the literature, and as such, this
research contributes to more in-depth understanding when it comes to the feelings of male
adolescents. For example, it shows the role of anxiety and “over-reflectiveness” in terms of assessing
self-worth and capabilities of some of the male youths.
7.2.1.2. Relating to the others and social context
As the findings in chapter 5 and the analysis in chapter 6 point out: the group experience during the
trek is a vital component of the program. “Group experience” of the QuestTrek allowed for the
participants to being able to relate to each other’s emotional life stories (Heintzman, 2009). As Neff
(p. 96) states: self-compassion stems in part from creating a healthy relationship with friends and
family. Separating one’s own ‘solid’ identity from others does not lead to a healthy attitude to the self.
Self-compassion centers around the recognition of one’s common humanity instead of solely making
positive or negative self-judgements. Thus, reflection on strengths and weaknesses could be related
to self-compassion, but solely looking at this aspect might not lead to a complete picture of what true
compassion is.

To illustrate aforementioned, it is said that ‘true’ self-compassion is grounded in a “balanced
integration of concern with oneself and concern with others” (Neff, 2003, p. 96). A balanced concern
with oneself and others has proved to be central to well-being. To put this in perspective, compassion
is not about one’s own interest against that of others but: “a compassionate attitude toward oneself
is needed to avoid falsely separating oneself from the rest of humanity” (Neff, p. 96). One of the ways
this can be talked about is through the idea of the body-mind connection. At the beginning of new
58

It must be said that it was one out of the eight youths in this study that mainly reported on feeling lost during the silence
walk, Chitavake. An illustrative quote of his experience is as follows: “I have walked alone, alone from far away, I am only
one walking, walking alone since far away […] there is no one, I think I think I have forgotten that way […] little bit scared
but from walking we will get someone by asking someone, and we are getting the way and we are moving towards [the end].”
59
This is related to Chitavake’s experience of feeling alone. As was said earlier, the other participants have not reported as
much on feeling alone but did reflect on the difficulty to stay silent and not being able to talk to others (see figure 4).
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connections, individuals discuss different kinds of topics, and if by that point they feel they have at
least some similarities, they start disclosing personal information about the self to others. The degree
to which we share these personal stories has to do with how at ease we feel with the person. If we
can feel that the other person understands us, we are prone to forming close relational bonds
(Campbell, 2011).
Another important feature of the QuestTrek program proved to be looking back to the past life
trajectories of its participants, and discussions on how the youths relate to their family and child home
‘back home’. The verb relating gets a new meaning here, because it has to do with relating to others
during the trek, but also with looking back to the participant’s home village and how these feelings
might impact their future. As a result of the first five personal developments, mere self-interest is
transcended, and youths develop an orientation to commit and contribute to their community, also
called the 6th ‘C’ of outcomes of the Positive Youth Development paradigm: contribution (Roth et. al,
2000; Pittman et. al, 2001; Roth & Brooks-Gunn, 2003). Here it is said that the value of societies lies
in the “individuals’ regulation of their person-context relations by making positive contributions to the
self, family, community and society” (Elder, 1998, as cited in Lerner et. al, 2003). What is important
here, is that this study pointed towards the role of support and “group experience” during the
QuestTrek which puts emphasis on “external assets”, instead of “internal assets” (Benson, 2006;
Larson, 2000). This leads to a lack of balance in personal development between external and internal
assets, as discussed in the PYD approach, as well as the positive psychology approach. I posit that this
given points to important societal and cultural trends in Eastern countries where the family is the main
‘care unit’. Given the role of PYD programs in fostering personal- and social development, they might
reinforce existing dependence on these ‘units’, instead of finding internal responsibility for the self.
As the PYD approach also mentions, behaviour is defined by mutually beneficial person-context
exchanges as morally necessary: when a citizen receives benefits from a social system that supports
their individual functioning, “it is necessary to be actively engaged in, at least, maintaining and, ideally,
enhancing that social system” (Lerner et al., 2003). This means that, in a society where the individual
acts upon their context and vice versa, both are focused on producing healthy outcomes for the
individual and institutions (Elder, 1998). Reversing this notion leads to the thesis that in case the
family, community or society does not invest in producing positive outcomes, or invests in the wrong
measures, the individual will not return the favour. The literature portrays the process of contributing
to the social context as a straightforward exchange, however, as this study points towards, there are
a number of ‘soft’ and ‘hard’ factors that impact the adolescents’ social paths (chapter 6).
7.2.2. INTO THE WILD – THE MEANING OF NATURE TO HUMANS
One of the ways this study points to different ways individuals relate to nature is through sensing the
environment (the physical experience of nature through the entire body)60. This can be connected
with two related processes, firstly: an increased awareness of one’s own ‘smallness’ in comparison
with the ‘wild forces of nature’ (and being in awe as a result of this awareness)61, and secondly, with
not being used to be able to see, smell and feel ‘pure’ nature so closely, and a desire to stay this close
to ‘it’. The following quote from the literature illustrates this:
‘’Moments of humility, awe, wonder, and reverence are not only an acknowledgement of the beauty
and sacredness of life, they are also an acknowledgement of the unknown, unknowable, and unseen
forces of wild nature” (Elkins et al., 1998, as cited in McDonald et al., 2009).
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One of the ways non-visual aspects of nature are researched is through taking the experiences of visually impaired persons
(see for an interesting example study: (Yale University, 2018).
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Nagendra (interview, February 2018) also related this to his feeling when he reached the top of the mountain on the third
day: “I feel like I am on top of the world!”

90

The literature on Nature-Human relations tends to uphold a dichotomic view of the world, and
reinforces the idea that when we go hiking, it means going “into the wild”. The concept of the
“wilderness experience” led Krakoff (2003, p. 449) to cite the environmental writer Val Plumwood:
‘’It is not the absence of humans that we seek in our wilderness quest.... It is the experience of the
presence of nature, the company of vast, multiple and prior presences.... We may or may not choose
to travel alone, but a quest for human absence is an entirely different quest from the quest for the
company of nature at large which is at the heart of the ‘wilderness experience’.’’

The instrumental role of nature for humans is an important feature returning during the QuestTrek
program: nature is important mostly because it has a value for our human lives62. This is in contrast
with other widely held views that attribute an intrinsic value to nature. One of the ways Krakoff (2003,
p. 448) conceptualizes this is by saying that even if we humans seek to find ourselves in the wilderness,
there is still a “conceptual gap between nature and humans that obscures the essence of what we
seek to experience in nature – a dissolution of the self.” This gap makes us humans feel like we need
to go further and further “into nature” to get away from “all the social forces that appear to constrain
us” (idem). What Krakoff (2003) is trying to portray is the idea that if we are “out there in nature” and
we do not feel connected with the rest of society, it leads to the belief that nature will not be able to
defend itself to the changing needs of this same society. As humans, we are able to ‘put adjectives
onto nature’, but when do we start reversing this process and let nature do the talking? Aside from
finding lessons about ourselves in nature, we can also learn about our relationship to the land and our
“duty to protect it” (Krakoff, 2003, p. 422).
To discuss this further, current and earlier research has looked at the level of connection humans feel
to the biosphere, based on certain characteristics of the environment (Martin & Czellar, 2016; Schultz,
2001). To quantify Nature as a concept, its ‘components’ and our connection to ‘it’ has a consequence
for the future of our environment. Even I, during the writing phase of my thesis proposal focused on
‘quantifying’ the construct ‘natural environment’: I wanted to understand what it is built up of. In the
end, I let go of the focus on ‘components of nature’, and led the Nepali youths do the talking, and I
reflected on myself. This gave way to the feelings that the environment brings up in us. It might
actually not be possible to deconstruct what nature means through using a gradation of ‘levels of
connection’. The emotions that are brought up in us through nature surrounding us are amazement,
happiness, pure joy or fear. And these emotions are most likely that which aid in connecting again to
our deeper selves. As some of the youths tried to make sense of these emotions, they used
metaphorical speech to connect their feelings to the role of nature in their lives. Might it be possible
to connect how we feel in those moments with the protection of Nature? What might be the biggest
challenge in this era, is how to connect this vulnerability, amazement and other emotions, with giving
the environment the right ‘treatment’ to protect it from global warming. Instead of quantification of
what nature ‘means’, a solution could lie in reminding ourselves of- and understanding- how we feel
when we surround ourselves with Nature, as a qualitative measure to protect this feeling- and thereby
the environment.
7.3.

IMPLICATIONS FOR PRACTICE

What are implications for the practice of personal development treks and Positive Youth Development
approaches in general? Here I discuss further what the role of this research is in terms of the practices
of NGOs that work within (Positive) Youth Development programs in different contexts.
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Chitavake (interview, December 2017), however, commented on the intrinsic value of plants for the sake of ‘being there’:
“I have planted one tree […]” Translator: “When he was walking on the way of jungle or nature, he planted one plant […]
root was outside of the plant and he put it back.”
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This research indicated the role of a QuestTrek in impacting the social- and personal development of
Nepali youths. As the study took place in a development context, it has several implications for
practices within developing countries, but also for Western settings. Firstly, the definition of ‘personal
development’ by Mountain Child Care is driven by an individual focus. Although the coach groups
consist of larger groups, the main goal of the QuestTrek is to give the youngsters insights into their
own qualities and talents. As this study showed, most of the youths relate their talents to how others
view them. The question can be posed if this idea of personal development, largely based on Theory
U (see methodology chapter 2), is most suited for Nepalese society. Moreover, as the literature on
PYD programs pointed out: the studied PYD programs mostly took place in South America, China or
Western settings. I take the stance here that MCCs approach is better suited for societies that are
based on individualism. It seems that Positive Youth Development programs in Nepali society, where
distinguishing oneself from the group is less common, would benefit from a larger focus on how the
youngsters see their role within their socio-cultural group. This argument relates to the discussion of
how culture reproduces itself through its roots in society, institutions, as well as people’s values and
habits (Hofstede et al., 2010). It asks for managers to have sufficient and in-depth knowledge on
different cultural variations (both between and within cultures). On a Nepalese societal level, this also
relates to the fact that the caste-system still partly determines the job that you will get (Johnson,
2011). Another important implication of this research for the organization itself concerns the role of
free time in the program. As the theoretical framework also pointed out: a combination of free time
and being able to fill in your own time, together with group activities, leads to more spiritual growth.
This could be a valuable contribution to the personal development of the Nepali youths.
Secondly, the role of age difference in this case-study is strongly related to how the youths
conceptualize their future. This has consequences for the impact of the program. For example, PYD
programs could take a different approach for lower-age groups, or decide altogether that the program
is only suitable for youths over 17 years old. This study mainly showed that the youths that 16 years
old (or under) had a focus on the present day or their past, instead of looking forward to how their
qualities might help them in terms of gaining job skills. In terms of personal development, it might
also be a possibility that the coaches in the programs could spend significant time on individual
coaching and discussing the past of the younger youths. Furthermore, the older participants could
spend more individual time with the younger adolescents to discuss possible past trauma or memories
that are holding the youngsters back from looking at the present- and future. This question now came
back on the third day of the program, but during the trek there was no time to further discuss this. It
seems that this stems from the focus on positive aspects of one’s life, instead of looking at traumas.
Here is another paradox found within the program: the role of “Positive Psychology” in the program
is clear and is based on affirmations from the group, but thus only partly taps into the negative aspects
of one’s past, which at times blurs a clear future perspective.
Thirdly, this case-study shows that introverted and extraverted personalities look differently at what
the natural environment means to them, it can be said that outdoor programs such as the QuestTrek
would benefit from taking these differences into account to enhance the spiritual experience of its
participants. If it is the meaning of these programs to stimulate spiritual growth, learning from the
metaphoric speech of its participants, discussing their thoughts benefits both the coach, social
workers and friends of the adolescent’s friends. The introverted personalities in this study were more
imaginative, concentrated and introspective, while the extraverted youths noticed different
characteristics of their environment, and spend time discussing their feelings with others in the group.
Both perspectives are complementary and ‘playing into them’ through more nature-based games
could enhance the extraverted youths’ imagination and introverted youngsters’ expression of feelings
and ‘being in the moment’.
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Lastly, the role of cultural sensitivity plays a large part in this specific program, and means that its
participants were expected to speak English while with the whole group, and come into contact with
people from a different culture. Undoubtedly, I can only guess at the difference it would make if the
program had been with only Dutch people, or only Nepali people. However, I believe that the cultural
exchange process enhances its participants’ willingness to engage with strangers. My hypothesis is
that when you are placed within a group of only people from your own society, “micro-differences”
are enhanced, whereas, as we were in a group of different cultures, it is more likely that we tend to
downplay differences between those that are already a bit like us. This ‘downplaying’ builds on the
social glue within the group and between participants and their coaches.
7.3.1. BROAD CONTEXT AND YOUTH DEVELOPMENT
When looking at the role of this type of personal development program, it might best be said that a
QuestTrek is a “pressure cooker”, turning your life a bit upside down and juggling everything you
thought was true, around. The role that these programs have in terms of personal development could
range from changing a ‘negative habit’ such as gossiping, to a change of life path. More importantly,
as the role of global warming and economic crises around the world continues, youngsters from a
development context need all the tools necessary to understand who they are and what they stand
for. Furthermore, as some of the youths also mentioned: peer pressure is something that keeps them
from expressing themselves or “doing their own thing”. Lastly, as I observed during my time in Nepal,
Facebook and other types of social media such as Snapchat, distract the youths from those activities
that are happening around them. More importantly, it redirects their attention to other parts of the
globe where affluence is readily available.
The next chapter summarizes the conclusion of this research and discusses recommendations for
further research.
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8. CONCLUSION
This short chapter provides a summary of the research findings and analysis, and answers the main
research questions. Furthermore, it lays out recommendations for further research on Positive Youth
Development and Human-Nature relationships.
8.1 CONCLUDING
The main research question is: How does the organisation Mountain Child Care create a conducive
environment for positive personal- and social change for Nepali youngsters, and what are underlying
mechanisms at work? This study also aimed to look deeper into the following sub-questions:
1) How does the Quest Trek as a practice impact the personal- and social development of its
participants?
2) In what ways does a Quest Trek contribute to a better understanding of Nepali adolescents’
connection with - and perception of - the natural environment?
The findings of this research took three relations as a basis to study the QuestTrek as a practice from
the participants’ perspective: 1) the relation to the self, 2) the relation to the other and 3) HumanNature relations. This led to the creation of four narratives towards the youths’ futures. The analysis
pointed to a number of important mechanisms that aid in creating a conducive environment for
personal change during the trek. Among these, the “group experience” is seen as decisive to gain a
clearer picture of who you are as a person, to get to the core of the self, and to develop existing
talents. The supportive family atmosphere provides both the strong suit as the downfall of the
program; in life outside the program, family, friends and the community of the youths also play a large
role in their perception of who they are, and what they can do in life, but this sometimes ‘distracts’
the youths from what it is they want to do themselves. Most importantly, the QuestTrek provides a
place to think freely; to be away from their familiar life, and pollution and business of Nepal’s cities.
However, after the QuestTrek, the youths are confronted with a number of ‘soft’ and ‘hard’ factors
that impact their choices for the future. As the study showed, both the age of the youths and
introverted versus extraverted characteristics play a role in the ways that they cope with external
factors impacting their planning skills and keeping their focus on their future aims.
Furthermore, the significance of the natural environment for the youths throughout the trek also
proved to be connected with these aforementioned factors. Introverted personalities saw a
metaphorical meaning in nature for themselves, whereas the extraverted youths described direct
experiences with nature through touching snow or running on pathways. Moreover, the role of
pollution in Nepalese city-life has a clear role in the ways that youths conceptualize their relation to
the natural environment.
The study contributed to the literature on Positive Youth Development, and how this is shaped within
an outdoor trekking program. Previous literature looked mainly at secondary data, had a quantitative
nature or looked at PYD programs in Western, Latin American or Chinese settings. This case-study
took concrete practices and activities as the main focus in order to understand ‘on the ground’development of young adults. Furthermore, this research shapes the contours of which tools aid in
combating youth unemployment in Nepal.
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8.2 FURTHER RECOMMENDATIONS FOR RESEARCH
In terms of doing further research in terms of this case-study: in order to measure impact of the
program of the youngsters, it is necessary to study the full 9-months program (QuestTrek and
QuestTribes), and possibly for a number of years. This research provided the first steps in assessing
in-depth experiences of QuestTrek participants and aimed to cover the practices and activities at the
organization. For example, what this study did not capture is the role of “group experience” and social
glue throughout the QuestTribes program. As the after-program at Mountain Child Care recently
changed, it would be a valuable addition to assess which ‘types’ of personal development happen as
a result of this after-program in comparison to the previous program.
As this research took place in a specific time, in a specific cultural setting and provided a case-study of
one organization and their work, future research could build on the results in terms of ‘testing’ what
has been found. For example, studying similar albeit differently-focused personal leadership trekking
agencies could provide insights into how the interrelation between Dutch- and Nepali cultural values
in Mountain Child Care is defining their social impact. Thus, doing a cross-cultural analysis of different
personal development treks in both Asian, Western, American and Australasian countries, could shed
light on if “group experience” is a useful mechanism in terms of youth development generically or just
in the specific cultural setting. Furthermore, as the role of outdoor activities in Positive Youth
Development programs have been under researched, it would be a valuable addition to compare
personal development treks in the mountains versus flatlands, water-rich environments (such as
island states) or in the jungle.
Aside from this, the 5 C’s from the Positive Youth Development approach have focused on quantitative
measures to study impact, however, a cross-cultural analysis of in-depth experiences of young adults
could point to the role of different “organizational cultures” in youths’ perceptions of the atmosphere,
goals and activities of the programs. Furthermore, studying this could also point to the role of the 6th
C, ‘Contribution’, for youths from Western versus Eastern cultural contexts. As this study pointed to
how the youngsters put emphasis on making a positive impact on their community, i.e. through
helping their family with chores or using their future profession to develop their home towns. The
possibility exists that ‘Contribution’ as an intermediate outcome lacks in programs that spend more
time on individual coaching, instead of in groups. More importantly, gaining knowledge on which
types of contributions to their surroundings (in which contexts) matter to subgroups of youths also
aids in understanding which tools to give them so they are able fulfil these wishes.
This case-study provided insight into the ways that the youths perceived the climate, different natural
environments and how they conceptualized their relation to ‘it’. Studying human-nature relations
over a longer period of time (either through a PYD program or not) and spending a significant amount
of time in a range of landscapes could also lead to understanding what factors make young adults
assign meaning to these places. Using different tools could yield more response than using photos
during interviews. Examples are mental mapping (let the participants draw how certain places make
them feel), asking youths to write poems about the landscapes or vlogging. Another possible direction
is to study human-nature relations- and connections over a couple of years, using aforementioned
methods to ‘trace’ mechanisms at work in youths’ changing perceptions of certain natural
environments. Furthermore, using this QuestTrek as a case-study helped in pointing out general
trends such as (air)pollution in Nepalese cities and how their different geographical backgrounds
shapes their perception of their surroundings. Taking a long-term study could point to how their place
of residence interrelations with their human-nature perception, as well as its role in terms of adopting
sustainable practices in their (future) lives.
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